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This thesis re-evaluates the chronology of Lower Normandy’s integration into the 
duchy growing around Rouen from the tenth century onwards. The introduction
argues that modern accounts of Normandy’s development remain dependent on 
the works of Dudo of Saint-Quentin and Flodoard of Rheims. Difficulties with 
these authors and alternative approaches to Normandy’s early history are 
identified. It is argued that regional distinctions throughout the later duchy 
hindered efforts to bring about political cohesion. Chapters One and Two
identify the ninth-century Breton occupation and early tenth-century Scandinavian 
settlement of Lower Normandy as the twin sources of ongoing regional divisions. 
The early dukes’ interest in and influence over the west are also called into 
question. Chapters Three and Four instead posit that ducal interest in Lower 
Normandy was a product of the late tenth century, with direct intervention 
following in the favourable circumstances of the early eleventh century. Ducal 
success in this period depended upon the co-operation of regional aristocrats and 
ecclesiastical institutions and continuing constraints on Rouen’s influence and 
authority are emphasised. Chapter Five argues that Robert the Magnificent was a 
more assertive ruler, who actively strengthened ducal authority in Lower 
Normandy in spite of renewed opposition. Chapter Six considers how rebellion 
against William the Conqueror in 1047 reveals growing local interest in the 
conduct of ducal government. Victory allowed William to consolidate ducal 
authority in Lower Normandy, encouraging further expansion beyond its borders. 
Local landholders, however, resultantly received little direct ducal patronage, 
including scant reward in the post-Conquest settlement of England. In conclusion, 
while Lower Normandy had been brought firmly under ducal control by 1087, it is 
argued that it was only under William’s son, Henry I, that the region’s aristocrats 
acquired any major influence over ducal policy and secured an equal position 
within the wider Anglo-Norman nobility.



Historical Abstract: 

This thesis is concerned with both the means by and the timeframe in which 

Lower Normandy, especially the western dioceses of Coutances, Avranches and 

Bayeux, came to be ruled by the ducal dynasty based in Rouen. The introduction

posits that such a regional study should form part of a broader reinterpretation of 

early Norman history, arguing that the traditional historical narrative of 

Normandy’s foundation and settlement in the tenth century is not fit for purpose. 

That account remains heavily-based on Dudo of Saint-Quentin and Flodoard of 

Rheims, both in their own way problematic sources. Dudo’s credibility has long 

been questioned, yet the eleventh-century context of his work continues to 

influence the study of tenth-century Scandinavian settlement in northern France. 

Indeed, even the use of the word ‘Normandy’ to describe the tenth-century 

territories that eventually became the duchy represents the employment of an 

eleventh-century neologism by modern historians. Flodoard’s description of a 

succession of Frankish royal grants similarly underpins current accounts of 

Normandy’s foundation. Despite Flodoard’s general reliability, it is argued that 

his description of royal grants has hardly been taken on its own merits by later 

historians. A survey of modern historiography, including work on ecclesiastical, 

numismatic and social developments in the region, also reveals that many of the 

academic conclusions based on this traditional narrative framework of the duchy’s 

origins have increasingly come into question over the course of the last twenty 

years.

The remainder of the introduction provides a framework for reappraising 

this narrative of the duchy’s emergence and westward expansion. It is argued that 

any updated approach must engage with a wide selection of materials in the hope



of balancing the conflicting approaches to early Norman history current today. 

Broadly speaking, those historians who look primarily to chronicle and charter 

evidence have tended to see the nascent duchy as strongly influenced by 

Carolingian traditions. Conversely, recent archaeological and linguistic studies 

offer more scope for powerful Scandinavian influences on Normandy’s early 

development. Such an approach will reveal that the balance between these and 

other influences was not homogenous throughout the future Norman territories. 

Rather, it will be argued that Lower Normandy had markedly different social, 

cultural and administrative traditions to those prevalent in the vicinity of the Seine 

valley and Pays de Caux – the heartlands of ducal power. Such traditions had an 

ongoing impact upon the region’s development into the eleventh century. They 

shaped interactions with Rollo’s dynasty, helping and hindering the expansion of 

ducal power, while also providing an important insight into how Lower Norman 

aristocrats viewed their own position in the wider world of eleventh-century 

Normandy and northern France. 

The opening chapters seek to illustrate the diversity of conditions existing 

in tenth-century Lower Normandy by providing a historical background to 

Scandinavian settlement. Chapter One focuses on pre-existing divisions arising 

from the region’s Breton past. Breton involvement in Lower Normandy is traced 

over a hundred year period, beginning with the military raids of the early ninth 

century, via the establishment of administrative control over the Cotentin and 

Avranchin fifty years later, to the collapse of Breton rule in the wake of 

Scandinavian assault at the turn of the tenth century. The breadth of Breton 

influence during this period, especially on the Lower Norman church, is illustrated 

through study of saint’s dedications, personnel, donations, veneration customs and



the exchange of manuscripts. The probable significance of maritime connections – 

a recurrent theme in Lower Norman history – in spreading Breton influence 

throughout the region is also discussed. This Breton heritage is shown to have 

played a significant role in Lower Normandy’s development during the eleventh 

century. It is argued that Lower Norman aristocrats enjoyed close links with their 

Breton counterparts, through marriage alliances and practices of ecclesiastical 

patronage, with some local families even recognising their Breton origins. 

Possible Breton elements in Lower Norman toponyms and anthroponyms are also 

discussed, with recent challenges to the existence of such influences from Gillian 

Fellows-Jenson and Éric van Torhoudt being considered and questioned. 

Importantly, the gradual decline of Breton influence over local traditions is shown 

to have coincided with the strengthening of Norman ducal authority in the region, 

providing a further means of charting Lower Normandy’s integration into the 

wider duchy. Chapter Two turns to the equally diverse character of the early 

Scandinavian settlers themselves. The ethnic heterogeneity of the settlers and the 

intensity of and prolonged period over which settlement took place throughout 

Normandy are used to challenge the notion that any sort of political cohesion was 

quick to emerge within the territories that would become Normandy. Rather, early 

tenth-century Normandy is characterised as an area dominated by an 

indeterminate number of conflicting warbands and settler communities. The 

particular political significance of Rollo and William Longsword is questioned by 

contrasting them with the contemporary leaders of the Loire Norse. Similarly, the 

apparent evidence for the ducal dynasty’s early involvement in Lower Normandy 

is challenged at length; while continuing divisions amongst the tenth-century 

settlers are demonstrated to have contributed to the varied Norman reaction to



Longsword’s death and the resulting minority of Richard I. Furthermore, 

eleventh-century descriptions of this early period by later Norman authors suggest 

that regional tensions within Norman society still remained at that point. 

As the first Norman ruler to use the title of ‘duke’, Richard I’s reign (942-

996), discussed in Chapter Three, has traditionally been seen as an important 

period of consolidation. The comparative paucity of late tenth century source 

material makes understanding this era extremely difficult. Given the apparent lack 

of evidence for Norman ducal involvement in Lower Normandy before c. 960, 

however, it is argued that Richard’s rule needs to be considered in a fresh light. 

The duke’s marriage to a Lower Norman aristocrat, Gunnor and his efforts to 

restore the episcopal hierarchy in Rouen’s archdiocese stand as testament to 

Richard’s western ambitions. The duke’s reach, however, is shown to have 

exceeded his grasp. Richard’s marriage won him no immediate friends amongst 

the Lower Norman aristocracy; his efforts at episcopal restoration in the western 

dioceses were largely unsuccessful. His supposed alliance with the counts of 

Rennes and re-foundation of Mont Saint-Michel are also put under the spotlight. 

While Richard’s possible involvement at the latter cannot be entirely discounted, 

the limited evidence for ducal possessions in the three westernmost Norman 

dioceses suggests that the region remained at the limits of effective ducal control 

until the close of the tenth century. Lower Normandy is shown to have continued 

to develop in its own way during this period. Upper Norman authors’ claims that 

ecclesiastical life had broken down in Lower Normandy are dismissed, with 

archaeological finds instead suggesting that, while there is evidence for paganism 

in the region into the early eleventh century, the local church continued to flourish 

away from the duke’s faltering efforts towards episcopal restoration. 



Chapter Four argues that it was not until Richard II’s reign (996-1026) 

that his father’s aspirations began to be transformed into reality, partly due to 

fortuitous circumstances. The death of his ally and major regional player, Count 

Geoffrey of Rennes in 1008 presented Richard II with an opportunity to enforce 

his authority throughout Lower Normandy – a changing scene evident in Dudo’s 

contemporaneous reconstruction of the Norman past. Richard was directly 

involved at Mont Saint-Michel, where his interventions were not always kindly 

met by the monastic community. Local families, such as the dynasty of Neil I de 

Saint-Sauveur, appear in ducal service for the first time. This process, however, is 

shown still to be in its early stages. Ducal possessions, as recorded in Richard’s 

dowry for his wife and his monastic donations, remained confined to coastal 

districts, easily accessible from Rouen by sea. The rise of vicecomital families in 

the Bessin and Cotentin reveals Richard’s reliance on local co-operation for 

political control; his problematic relationship with his kinsmen, the counts of 

Avranches/Mortain, the difficulties embedding his own family in Lower 

Normandy entailed. Much of this evidence points to the partial breakdown of 

Carolingian administrative structures in Lower Normandy over the course of the 

tenth century, again emphasising the differing conditions that existed in the east 

and west of the duchy throughout this period. 

These themes are revisited at the start of Chapter Five, which follows the 

efforts of Richard II’s sons to further strengthen their hold over Lower Normandy. 

In particular, while Richard III’s dowry for Adela is used to demonstrate the 

spread of ducal property into the southern Cotentin by the late 1020s, it also 

serves to re-emphasise the probable breakdown of pre-existing administrative 

structures and the continuing importance of maritime communication in the



region. The majority of the chapter provides a reappraisal of the reign of Robert 

the Magnificent (1027-1035). Modern accounts of Robert’s reign have 

characterised it as one in which ducal authority was undermined both externally 

by Normandy’s neighbours and internally by the rise of an increasingly powerful 

and independent aristocracy. Analysis of Robert’s activities in Lower Normandy, 

however, supports a more positive interpretation of his reign. Perhaps benefitting 

from the inheritance of further Lower Norman property on the death of his 

grandmother, Gunnor, Robert built on his father’s legacy in the region. Rather 

than simply reacting to external threats, Robert is depicted as actively 

strengthening ducal authority on Normandy’s frontiers. His war against Alan III 

of Brittany in the 1030s, whether planned or unprovoked, allowed Robert to 

tighten his hold over the Avranchin and Channel Islands and bring Mont Saint-

Michel’s independent monks to heel. Robert continued to develop ties with local 

aristocrats, such as Alfred the Giant, while simultaneously employing the 

burgeoning Upper Norman aristocracy in the west of the duchy to further increase 

his influence there. Given its status as the first ducal monastery established 

outside of Upper Normandy, the foundation of Cerisy-la-Forêt in 1032 could be 

considered the high-point of Robert’s reign. The abbey’s slow acceptance by local 

patrons and the concerns of the author of the Vita Vigoris, produced at Cerisy 

soon after the abbey’s foundation, are used to reveal once again the continuing 

limits of ducal authority, despite Robert’s considerable achievements. 

The anarchy that accompanied the minority of Robert’s illegitimate son, 

William the Conqueror, threatened to undo these accomplishments. Chapter Six

opens by investigating the rebellion of 1047 against the young duke, which 

culminated in the battle of Val-ès-Dunes. It is argued that the western focus of the



revolt illustrates the evolution of ducal authority in Lower Normandy. Local lords 

sought greater influence at court and/or redress for previous ducal actions. While 

this demonstrates that Lower Norman aristocrats continued to have more distant 

relations with the duke than their eastern counterparts, their decision to rebel 

suggests they recognised that their future prosperity depended upon greater co-

operation with the ruling dynasty in Rouen. The rebels’ defeat at Val-ès-Dunes 

unintentionally provided Duke William with an opportunity to transform the 

nature of ducal rule in Lower Normandy. Through the careful treatment of the 

defeated rebels, the establishment of relationships with new local allies, the 

appointment of relatives and Upper Norman allies to positions in the west, and the 

development of a new ducal capital at Caen, allowed William to enforce his 

authority in Lower Normandy to an unprecedented extent. This transformation is 

shown to have underpinned William’s projection of ducal power across the 

Norman frontier into Maine and Brittany in the decade preceding the battle of 

Hastings. William’s actions also reshaped local administration and society, with 

observable alterations in vicecomital organisation and patterns of ecclesiastical 

patronage and foundation which brought Lower Normandy more into line with the 

wider duchy. Turning to the Conquest itself, it is argued that while a significant 

number of Lower Normans settled in England after 1066, the majority did so as 

tenants of ducal family members and Upper Norman aristocrats established in the 

region in the wake of Val-ès-Dunes. Despite the more extensive links William had 

cultivated with the Lower Norman aristocracy, for the most part they are shown to 

have remained outside of the duke’s inner circle, receiving smaller shares of 

England’s landed wealth accordingly. Study of the continental origins of Lower 

Norman vassals and tenants-in-chief is further used to illustrate the continuing



limits of ducal authority in the Avranchin and significance of familial links across 

the border with Brittany. 

The conclusion argues that the eleventh, not the tenth was the crucial 

century for the establishment of ducal rule throughout Lower Normandy. While 

Richard I may have laid the initial groundwork, it was his successors’ reaction to a 

series of events and opportunities (the death of Count Geoffrey of Rennes, war 

with Count Alan III, and the rebellion of 1047) that stimulated the development of 

ducal authority in the region. The political circumstances of the eleventh century 

similarly shaped the image of the tenth-century past put forward by Dudo of 

Saint-Quentin, among others. Their works served to justify ducal authority, while 

at the same time revealing the continuing prejudices and divisions within Norman 

society. Ducal rule spread steadily westward and inland from an initially tenuous 

hold on the coastline that mirrored the infiltration of the first Scandinavian 

settlers. That this was a slow process even in the eleventh century, however, is 

revealed by the limitations on ducal authority evident in Robert and William’s 

reigns. By William’s death in 1087, the social divisions between Upper and 

Lower Normandy outlined over the course of the thesis had largely been 

smoothed over. The duke’s kinsmen and Upper Norman supporters, however, had 

reaped the richest part of the post-Conquest harvest. This thesis closes by 

considering how William’s transformation of the west of the duchy, whether by 

accident or design, laid the foundations for a final levelling of Upper and Lower 

Norman interests under the aegis of his son, Henry I.
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Introduction 

0.1) The Problem of ‘Normandy’ 

In the opening decades of the eleventh century, Dudo of Saint Quentin, a French 

cleric in the service of the ruling dynasty at Rouen, produced the first overarching 

history of the duchy of Normandy.
1
 The seminal moment in this narrative was the 

treaty agreed at Saint-Clair-sur-Epte in the autumn of 911 and the events 

surrounding it. Having arranged to meet the West Frankish leader, Charles III the 

Simple, at the appointed spot, Rollo, the leader of the Viking warbands then 

pillaging the Seine valley, presented his foe with an ultimatum. In return for peace 

between them and Rollo’s conversion to Christianity the French king would make 

Rollo a duke and give him all the land between the Epte and the sea with the 

addition of Brittany, ‘on the frontier of the promised land’, so that ‘he might live 

off it’.
2
 With a marriage to the king’s daughter thrown in for good measure, a 

peaceful settlement was achieved, only for Charles to be ignominiously dumped 

onto his back in a brutish and begrudged display of Norman obeisance. 

While the existence of an agreement between Charles and Rollo is 

confirmed by an extant royal charter of 14 March 918,
3
 the details Dudo provides 

were fabrications for his own era.
4
 Writing under ducal instruction and with input 

from ducal family members, Dudo’s history mirrored, perhaps deliberately, the 

                                                 
1
 Dudo of St Quentin, History of the Normans, trans. E. Christiansen (Woodbridge, 1998), pp. ix-

xiii, for an introduction to Dudo and dating his work. 
2
 De moribus, pp. 168-9, p. 168 – in confinio promissae terrae and ex ea viveret, respectively. 

Unless stated, all translations from History, trans. Christiansen. 
3
 Recueil des actes de Charles III le Simple, roi de France, ed. F. Lot and P. Lauer (Paris, 1940), 

no. 92. Charles gave the remaining estates of the old abbey of La Croix-Saint-Leufroi in the 

Méresais to the monastery of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, save those quam annuimus Normannis 

Sequanensibus, videlicet Rolloni suisque comitibus, pro tutela regni – ‘which he had granted to the 

Normans of the Seine, namely to Rollo and his companions, for the defence of the kingdom’. 

Translation from The Normans in Europe, ed. and trans. E.M.C. van Houts (Manchester, 2000), p. 

25. 
4
 History, trans. Christiansen, p. 195 nn. 199, 201, for the invention of Rollo’s marriage to Charles’ 

daughter and possible explanations for Dudo’s placement of the meeting at Saint-Clair-sur-Epte. 
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political ideology of Richard II’s court.
5
 It was only under Richard II (996-1026) 

that Norman rulers began to style themselves duke regularly, having used a host 

of alternative titles throughout the tenth century, including comes, consul, 

princeps and marchio.
6
 Norman interest in Brittany had been buoyed by a double 

marriage between the ducal dynasty of Rouen and the comital house of Rennes 

that, with Count Geoffrey I of Rennes’ premature death in 1008, left Richard as 

guardian of his brother-in-law’s young heirs.
7
 The dual marriage ceremony took 

place at the abbey of Mont Saint-Michel, the re-foundation of which Dudo 

assigned to Richard I (942-996), but where ducal influence only waxed strong 

from Richard II’s reign.
8
 Even the idea that a land called ‘Normandy’ existed – 

named after its tenth-century Scandinavian settlers, now Christian converts, united 

under a single ruler and broadly conterminous with Rouen’s archdiocesan 

boundaries – only finds its first contemporary expression at the turn of the 

eleventh century, in both diplomatic sources and the works of Norman and French 

chroniclers.
9
 The restoration, if only in name, of Normandy’s episcopal hierarchy 

by 990, which represented the first year since the mid-ninth century in which all 

Norman dioceses had a bishop, and the appearance of recent Christian converts as 

                                                 
5
 History, trans. Christiansen, pp. xix-xxi, xxiii-xxix; L. Shopkow, History and Community: 

Norman Historical Writing in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Washington, 1997), pp. 173-89; 

E. Albu, The Normans in their Histories (Woodbridge, 2001), pp. 7-8; E. Johnson, ‘Origin myths 

and the construction of medieval identities: Norman chronicles 1000-1100’, in Texts and Identities 

in the early Middle Ages, ed. R. Corradini (Vienna, 2006), pp. 154-5, for Dudo’s patrons and 

purposes. 
6
 Recueil, nos. 2, for the earliest use of the ducal title and 9, for its first use by Richard II. K.F. 

Werner, ‘Quelques observations au sujet des débuts du “duché” de Normandie’, in Droit privé et 

institutions régionales: études historiques offertes à Jean Yver, ed. R. Aubreton et al (Paris, 1976), 

pp. 691-709, for early Norman uses of Carolingian titles; R. Helmerichs, ‘Princeps, Comes, Dux 

Normannorum: Early Rollonid Designators and their Significance’, HSJ 9 (2001), pp. 57-77, esp. 

pp. 61-3, for an important reappraisal of Werner’s work. 
7
 GND, ii, p. 28. 

8
 De moribus, p. 290. Below, pp. 108-13, 130-39, 171-6, for the dukes and Mont Saint-Michel. 

9
 De moribus, p. 125; Recueil, no. 15 (1014); ‘Libellus de revelatione, edificatione et auctoritate 

Fiscanensis monasterii’, PL 151, col. 713; Adémar de Chabannes, Ademari Cabannensis 

Chronicon, ed. R. Landes and G. Pon (Turnhout, 1999), p. 148. D. Bates, Normandy Before 1066 

(London and New York, 1982), pp. 56-64; Shopkow, History and Community, pp. 8-16, for the 

emergence of the idea of ‘Normandy’. 
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late as the 1040s demonstrates how insecure the religious elements of 

Normandy’s identity were at Dudo’s time of writing.
10

 Despite these limitations, 

historians have continued to use Dudo’s account of 911 as the basis for modern 

narratives of Normandy’s creation. Dudo himself implies that the treaty of Saint-

Clair-sur-Epte established a single political unit called Normandy in one fell 

swoop in 911, most notably through his reference to Brittany lying ‘on the 

frontier’ of Rollo’s new polity.
11

 Historians, however, have recast Saint-Clair-sur-

Epte as the grant only of a portion of Upper Normandy, primarily the old 

Carolingian pagi of Talou, Caux, Roumois and parts of the Vexin and Évrecin.
12

  

With the unreliable Dudo squared away, modern commentators wishing to 

trace Normandy’s creation have turned to the Frankish chronicler, Flodoard of 

Rheims to continue the story. Born in the late ninth century, Flodoard served as a 

priest, later canon at Rheims from the 910s until retiring from the latter post in 

963 and dying three years later, having spent his final days working in the 

cathedral archives. Flodoard continued writing his annals of the Frankish 

kingdoms, begun in c. 919, right up until his death.
13

 Contemporary accounts from 

this period are extremely rare – the only other surviving source being Flodoard’s 

fin de siècle continuator, Richer.
14

 Though Flodoard’s description of events is thus 

                                                 
10

 Recueil, no. 4 (990). M. Arnoux, ‘Before the Gesta Normannorum and beyond Dudo: Some 

Evidence on Early Norman Historiography’, ANS 22 (2000), pp. 38-41, for the significance of this 

period to religious reform in Normandy.  Below, pp. 50, 105, 214, for Christian conversion in 

eleventh-century Norman society. 
11

 Richard II’s need to legitimate and magnify his family’s origins meant that the ‘westward 

expansion of [ducal] jurisdiction, to Bayeux and the Côtentin, could not be acknowledged in 

Dudo’s story, because it had to be taken for granted, as an inheritance from Rollo’ (History, trans. 

Christiansen, p. xvi). 
12

 Bates, Normandy, p. 8; J. Le Patourel, The Norman Empire (Oxford, 1976), pp. 8-9; L. Musset, 

‘Considérations sur la genèse et le tracé des frontières de la Normandie’, in his 

Nordica et Normannica: recueil d'études sur la Scandinavie ancienne et médiévale, les expéditions 

des Vikings et la fondation de la Normandie (Paris, 1997), pp. 404-405. 
13

 M. Sot, Un historien et son église au X
e
 siècle: Flodoard de Reims (Paris, 1993), pp. 43-55, for 

an overview of Flodoard’s life. 
14

 J. Glenn, Politics and History in the Tenth Century: The Work and World of Richer of Reims 

(Cambridge, 2004), for the most recent English-language study. 
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hard to verify,
15

 there are strong grounds for accepting the overall accuracy of his 

work, at least in so far as Normandy is concerned. Despite writing at some 

geographical distance from Normandy, in Rheims Flodoard was at the political 

heart of Francia and well-placed to hear news from more remote regions and even 

take a direct hand in events himself.
16

 Aside from when discussing Rheims’ 

ecclesiastical claims, Flodoard’s style is matter-of-fact and dispassionate, 

demonstrating ‘a lack of any particular favouritism’.
17

 His lengthier chronology of 

Frankish royal grants and Norse campaigns thus provides a more believable, 

complex and protracted picture of the establishment and westward expansion of 

Rollo’s dynasty than that of Dudo. Having acknowledged Charles the Simple’s 

initial grant, Flodoard had Norman territory expand incrementally.
18

 Charles’ rival 

and eventual successor as king, Ralph of Burgundy granted Rollo the Bessin and 

Maine in 924, while in 933 Rollo’s son, William Longsword received ‘the land of 

the Bretons situated on the sea coast’.
19

 These grants are not without difficulties. 

Maine never became a permanent part of Normandy, while the terminology of the 

933 grant is extremely vague. Nevertheless, historians, perhaps correctly, have 

largely been happy to identify teleologically ‘Maine’ with the Hiémois and the 

Breton territory of 933 with the pagi of the Cotentin and Avranchin.
20

 By such 

                                                 
15

 Normans in Europe, ed. and trans. van Houts, p. 42. 
16

 In 925, in the company of Archbishop Seulfus of Rheims, Flodoard accompanied the Frankish 

king Ralph of Burgundy to an important meeting with William of Aquitaine near Autun; in 936, he 

travelled to Rome; while in 940, he was briefly imprisoned during a long-running dispute over the 

succession to the archbishopric (Flodoard, s.a. 924, 940; The Annals of Flodoard of Reims, 919-

966, ed. and trans. S. Fanning and B.S. Bachrach (Plymouth and Peterborough, Ont., 2004), pp. ix-

x). 
17

 N. Webber, The Evolution of Norman Identity (Woodbridge, 2005), p. 15 (cited here); Annals of 

Flodoard, ed. and trans. Fanning and Bachrach, pp. xii-xiii. 
18

  Flodoard of Rheims, Historia Remensis Ecclesiae, ed. M. Stratmann (Hannover, MGH SS 36, 

1998), p. 407. 
19

 Flodoard, s.a. 924, 933 (cited here) – Willelmus, princeps Nordmannorum, eidem regi se 

committit; cui etiam rex dat terram Brittonum in ora maritima sitam. Unless stated, all translations 

from Annals of Flodoard, ed. and trans. Fanning and Bachrach. 
20

 H. Prentout, Étude critique sur Dudon de Saint-Quentin et son Histoire des premiers ducs 

normands (Caen, 1915), pp. 202, 291; J.-F. Lemarignier, Recherches sur l’hommage en marche et 
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estimations, the later medieval bounds of Normandy had to some extent been 

established ahead of Longsword’s assassination in 942.
21

 This basic narrative 

framework, cherry-picked from Dudo and Flodoard, continues to underpin many 

modern studies of the duchy’s creation and expansion.
22

 

Broadly helpful though such a framework may be, it is known to be deeply 

flawed, marred not only by internal inconsistencies (as well as the aforementioned 

ambiguities), but also by a questionable contextual understanding of the nature of 

both royal grants specifically and the wider political world of tenth-century 

northern France. In terms of the former, it is notable that in 925 – a year after the 

region had allegedly been transferred to Rollo – the inhabitants of the Bessin took 

matters into their own hands, raiding Rollo’s estates ‘on the other side of the 

Seine’ instead of accepting his rule.
23

 Similarly, though William Longsword had 

been granted Breton territory in 933 by Ralph of Burgundy, by 940 he was 

negotiating with Ralph’s Carolingian successor, Louis IV d’Outremer. Louis 

confirmed William only in those lands that his father, Charles the Simple had 

conceded to the Norse in 911, so ignoring the procession of grants made by his 

                                                                                                                                      
les frontiers féodales (Lille, 1945), p. 10 n. 2; D.C. Douglas, ‘Rollo of Normandy’, EHR 57 

(1942), pp. 430-32; Bates, Normandy, p. 9; F. Neveux, ‘La foundation de la Normandie et les 

Bretons (911-933)’, in Mondes de l’Ouest et villes du monde: Regards sur les sociétés médiévales: 

Mélanges en l’honneur d’Andre Chédeville, ed. C. Laurent, B. Merdrignac and D. Pichot (Rennes, 

1998), p. 305. Le Patourel, Norman Empire, pp. 6-8, for the potential limitations of these 

identifications. L. Musset and H. Chanteux, ‘Essai sur les invasions Bretonnes et Normandes dans 

le Maine aux IX
e
 et X

e 
siècles’, Bulletin de la Commission Historique et Archéologique de la 

Mayenne, New Series, 29 (1973), pp. 54-5; below, pp. 78-9, for reasons why the original reading 

of ‘Maine’ should be accepted. 
21

 Bates, Normandy, Map 2. 
22

 Neveux, ‘La foundation de la Normandie’, pp. 297-309; Chroniques latines, pp. 79-82; É. van 

Torhoudt, ‘La résistance franco-bretonne à l’expansion normande dans le nord-ouest de la Neustrie 

(924-954): une marche de Normandie?’, in Le pouvoir et la foi au Moyen Âge, en Bretagne et dans 

l’Europe de l’ouest: Mélanges à la mémoire du Professeur Hubert Guillotel, ed. J. Quaghebeur 

and S. Soleil (Rennes, 2010), pp. 601-617, for some recent examples. 
23

 Flodoard, s.a. 925 – ultra Sequanam depraedantur. 
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father’s usurper.
24

 There is no obvious sign that William was particularly unhappy 

with these arrangements. He appears alongside both Louis and the king’s enemies 

in the following years,
25

 finally hosting Louis royally at Rouen in 942.
26

 This all 

suggests little real interest in westward expansion and limited progress to date – a 

view supported by the fact that all of Rollo and Longsword’s verifiable military 

campaigns were directed eastward against Flanders and Picardy.
27

 

Given the inconsistencies and limitations thus revealed, the nature of these 

royal grants is worth considering. The Norman grants of the early tenth century 

were part of a tradition of royal acts that were often ‘vague and ill-

defined…involving lands no longer under royal control’.
28

 In the ninth century, 

Frankish kings conceded extensive territories to a string of Breton rulers, 

including land in what would subsequently become Lower Normandy – many of 

which had fallen under Breton influence before the point of their official 

handover.
29

 When Brittany itself fell to Viking raiders in the early tenth century, 

the Frankish margraves of Neustria, Robert of Neustria and Hugh the Great 

similarly conceded control of the region to the Loire Norse in grants made in 921 

and 927.
30

 In fact, the Norse had been in effective command of Brittany since 

their cataclysmic raid of 919.
31

 While Richer of Rheims could claim that Brittany 

                                                 
24

 Flodoard, s.a. 940 – rex Ludowicus abiit obviam Willelmo, principi Nordmannorum, qui venit ad 

eum in pago Ambianensi et se illi commisit. At ille dedit ei terram quam pater eius Karolus 

Nordmannis concesserat (my highlighting). 
25

 ibid., s.a. 940, 941 – William appears alongside Louis’ foes, Hugh the Great and Herbert of 

Vermandois at the sieges of Rheims and Laon later in 940. In 941, he advised both men on 

whether to renew the siege of the latter city and attended their conference with Arnulf of Flanders. 
26

 ibid., s.a. 942. 
27

 E. Searle, Predatory Kinship and the Creation of Norman Power 840-1066 (Berkeley, 1988), 

pp. 54, 56; C. Potts, ‘Normandy, 911-1144’, in Companion to the Anglo-Norman World, ed. 

Harper-Bill and van Houts, pp. 24-6. 
28

 C. Potts, Monastic Revival and Regional Identity in Early Normandy (Woodbridge, 1997), p. 84. 
29

 Below, pp. 26-39, for these grants and Breton interests in Lower Normandy more generally. 
30

 Flodoard, s.a. 921, 927. 
31

 ibid., s.a. 919. 
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was ‘held for military service from Gaul’,
32

 the reality was that Breton rulers had 

acted increasingly independently of the Frankish monarchy since the days of 

Charles the Bald.
33

 Such grants thus recognised the established status quo in 

return for peace and a reduction in raiding, framed in a manner that reveals more 

about the pretensions than the reality of Frankish authority. Given the evidence of 

Norse settlement, accommodations with local communities and early treaties in 

the lower Seine valley in the late ninth century,
34

 Charles the Simple’s grant of 

911 might best be considered in a similar light. Political expedience (in this case 

the conflict between the Robertian and Carolingian families over the Frankish 

throne) was also paramount in the subsequent treaties made with the Seine Norse. 

These treaties were designed either to gain Norse military support or 

‘direct…Norse aggression away from the Ile de France’.
35

 Charles the Simple’s 

charter of 918 reveals that he saw Rollo’s Vikings as military allies after Saint-

Clair-sur-Epte.
36

 Rollo and Ragnvald, the leader of the Loire Norse, rallied to 

Charles’ cause in 923 in return for further promises of land.
37

 Ralph of 

Burgundy’s grant the following year was thus designed to divide this dangerous 

coalition and undermine Charles’ powerbase, a strategy repeated in 933 when 

Ralph sought to retain William Longsword’s support during a long-running war 

against Count Herbert II of Vermandois.
38

 While Ralph could offer the Norse a 

                                                 
32

 Richer of Reims, Histoire de France (888-995), ed. R. Latouche (Paris, 2 vols., 1930-7), i, p. 14 

– quae est Galliae…atque militans. 
33

 J.M.H. Smith, Province and Empire: Brittany and the Carolingians (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 189-

95. 
34

 J. Le Maho, ‘The Fate of the Ports of the Lower Seine Valley at the End of the Ninth Century’, 

in Markets in Early Medieval Europe: Trading and ‘Productive’ Sites, 650-850, ed. T. Pestell and 

K. Ulmschneider (Macclesfield, 2003), pp. 241-7; idem, ‘Les Normands de la Seine à la fin du IX
e
 

siècle’, in Les fondations scandinaves en Occident et les débuts du duché de Normandie, ed. P. 

Bauduin (Caen, 2005), pp. 173-9. 
35

 Potts, Monastic Revival, p. 84. 
36

 Above, p. 1 n. 3. 
37

 Flodoard, s.a. 923 – qui eis latitudinem terrae pollicitus fuerat. 
38

 ibid., s.a. 931, 932, 933. 
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free hand, in both cases the lands concerned were beyond effective royal control, 

hence the resistance of the men of the Bessin, who may have been ‘Franks 

resisting Norse settlers, or a Norse warband disputing attempts by the Rouen 

Norse to make good their “grant” of Bayeux’.
39

 There is no reason to think that a 

treaty concluded with one Norse leader would have held any meaning for rival 

Viking groups, whether already active or only arriving later in northern France – 

Flodoard tacitly admits that not all Norsemen were bound by the treaty of 924.
40

 

While some grants may have transferred royal prerogatives and properties,
41

 for 

the most part they represented temporising replies to the difficult circumstances 

posed by Norse invaders – their lasting significance dependent ‘upon what could 

be made to stick, and for how long’.
42

 There was no guarantee of political 

permanence or security
43

 – as Rollo was probably only too aware.
44

 This has left 

modern commentators in a position where we do not ‘know how or when lands 

changed hands, especially in those regions far removed from Rouen’.
45

 

As the preceding comment suggests, the problem such an argument 

presents for modern analyses of Normandy’s expansion westward has not passed 

unnoticed. John Le Patourel and Eleanor Searle both questioned the historical 

                                                 
39

 Searle, Predatory Kinship, p. 50. 
40

 Flodoard, s.a. 925; Potts, Monastic Revival, p. 87; M. Hagger, ‘How the west was won: the 

Norman dukes and the Cotentin, c. 987–1087’, JMH 38 (2012), p. 21; L. Musset, ‘Participation de 

Vikings venus des pays celtes à la colonisation scandinave de la Normandie’, in his Nordica et 

normannica, p. 291. 
41

 L. Musset, ‘Les domaines de l’époque franque et les destinées du regime domanial du IX
e
 au XI

e
 

siècle’, BSAN 49 (1946), pp. 49-51; idem, ‘Origines et nature du pouvoir ducal en Normandie 

jusqu’au milieu de XI
e
 siècle’, in his Nordica et Normannica, pp. 266-8. 

42
 Searle, Predatory Kinship, p. 44. 

43
 ibid., p. 49, for Brittany, where Frankish ‘grants’ proved empty letters. The newly-established 

Norse rulers received no support when the Breton aristocracy returned from exile to win Brittany’s 

freedom in the 930s. 
44

 F.M. Stenton, ‘The Scandinavian Colonies in England and Normandy’, in Preparatory to Anglo-

Saxon England, ed. D. M. Stenton (Oxford, 1970), pp. 344-5. 
45

 L. Abrams, ‘Early Normandy’, ANS 35 (2013), p. 58. 
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significance of Carolingian and Robertian royal grants.
46

 Both suggested that the 

advance of ducal rule throughout what would become Lower Normandy was a 

slow affair, which – Le Patourel thought – left a legacy of regional divisions 

lasting into the mid-eleventh century.
47

 While David Bates acknowledges 

academic disagreement ‘about the extent and nature of power exercised in the 

west of what became the duchy’, he nevertheless emphasises that ‘Normandy was 

unquestionably by the early eleventh century shaping into a well-organized and 

territorial principality’.
48

 This begs the question. As noted above, the use of the 

words ‘Normandy’ (Normannia, Northmannia) or ‘land of the Normans’ (terra 

Normannorum) to identify the territory of the duchy only emerged at the turn of 

the eleventh century. As Leah Shopkow notes, however, this simply reveals that 

‘a Norman community was in ideological existence’, which, though suggestive, 

does not answer whether Normandy concurrently ‘had a physical existence, what 

kind of existence that was, and when it came into being’.
49

 Furthermore, implicit 

in the notion of Normandy’s ‘ideological existence’ is the question of to whose 

ideology we are referring. As we have seen, Dudo’s use of the phrase ‘Normandy’ 

and what he took it to mean were surely influenced by the political culture of the 

ducal court, though this need not imply that De moribus was intended as a work of 

propaganda – not for a Norman audience at any rate.
50

 The aforementioned use of 

‘Normandy’ in contemporary ducal acta and the work of the Fécamp Anonymous, 

himself a member of a ducal foundation that would play a crucial role in the 

                                                 
46

 Le Patourel, Norman Empire, pp. 3-12; Searle, Predatory Kinship, pp. 44-5, 49-50, 53-4, 57. 

Searle, however, does not consider the implications of Louis’ grant of 940 avoiding mention of 

those territories supposedly conceded in 924 and 933. 
47

 Searle, Predatory Kinship, pp. 103-104; Le Patourel, Norman Empire, p. 284. 
48

 D. Bates, The Normans and Empire (Oxford, 2013), p. 11. 
49

 Shopkow, History and Community, p. 9. 
50

 Compare F. Lifshitz, ‘Dudo’s historical narrative and the Norman succession of 996’, JMH 20 

(1994), pp. 106-7, History, trans. Christiansen, pp. xix-xx, xxiii-xxv and E. Johnson, ‘Origin 

myths’, p. 155 with Prentout, Étude critique, pp. 127-38 and Searle, Predatory Kinship, pp. 122-3. 
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establishment of its patron’s rule in Lower Normandy,
51

 stem from the same 

source. Whether the use of the phrase ‘Normandy’ by contemporary Frankish 

commentators, such as Adémar de Chabannes, carried the same precise political 

connotations evident in Dudo and the Fécamp Anonymous is hard to ascertain. 

Certainly, these authors were coming to see the ducal dynasty and the Norman 

people in a more respectful light in the early eleventh century, but this need not 

imply that they believed all Normans fell under the control of Rouen.
52

 It is hardly 

surprising that the ducal dynasty, closely allied to the regional ecclesiastical 

hierarchy,
53

 should have chosen to legitimise and maximise their power using the 

terms evidenced by Dudo and the Fécamp Anonymous. Crucially, however, it 

reveals nothing about how this idea was received by the inhabitants of those 

territories claimed by the duke. While the unusual level of territorial cohesion 

evident in late eleventh-century Normandy attests how astonishingly successful 

the ruling dynasty ultimately was in its creation of a united, well-defined duchy, 

there is a world of difference between staking a claim to and having already 

established political control over the archdiocese of Rouen in c. 1000. 

Understanding the nature of ducal power in Lower Normandy and 

estimating a timeframe for its establishment are thus integral to addressing the 

broader question of what ‘Normandy’ meant not only at the turn of the eleventh 

century, but afterwards as well. Did the dukes’ ideological reach exceed their 

practical grasp or did emergent descriptions of their territorial claims derive from 

                                                 
51

 L. Musset, ‘La Contribution de Fécamp à la reconquête monastique de la Basse-Normandie 

(990-1066)’, in L’Abbaye bénédictine de Fécamp: ouvrage scientifique du XIIIe centenaire 

(Fécamp, 3 vols., 1959-63), i, pp. 57-66, 341-3. 
52

 Webber, Norman Identity, pp. 40-52, for external approaches to the Normans. Writing in the 

1020s, Adémar usually referred to Rollonid rulers by the territorially-imprecise title ‘count of 

Rouen’ (Adémar, Chronicon, ed. Landes and Pon, pp. 155, 173, 184). Rodulf Glaber similarly 

wrote of the ‘duke of Rouen’ or ‘duke of the Normans’ in the 1030s (Rodulfus Glaber, Opera, ed. 

and trans. J. France, N. Bulst and P. Reynolds (Oxford, 1989), pp. 36, 54-6, 76, 162). 
53

 Bates, Normandy, pp. 30-33, 193-6, for this relationship. 
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facts on the ground? Various forms of evidence have been employed to assess the 

pace and progress of Normandy’s unification under the ducal banner, but these 

have produced ‘necessarily different timelines’, with ‘no consensus about how 

things stood in the tenth century, before the change of gear that followed the 

accession of Richard II’.
54

 Nevertheless, these studies strongly suggest that 

between the idea and the reality of Normandy falls a shadow. Ethnic divisions 

between successive waves of settlers cannot have helped political unification.
55

 

Janet Nelson has dismissed efforts to tie Rollo to the noble dynasties of north-

western Neustria;
56

 while Jens Moesgaard’s numismatic survey emphasises 

ongoing differences in regional patterns of production and circulation throughout 

Normandy during the era of Frankish royal grants.
57

 While these points are merely 

suggestive, others go further. On Normandy’s extreme western frontier, Cassandra 

Potts has questioned the significance of ducal involvement at Mont Saint-Michel 

during the late tenth century;
58

 while Katharine Keats-Rohan, inspired by Hubert 

Guillotel,
59

 has even challenged the existence of such contacts in the first place.
60

 

                                                 
54

 Abrams, ‘Early Normandy’, pp. 62, 46, respectively. 
55
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Such concerns chime with wider reassessments of church life in Lower 

Normandy. Despite a mass exodus of both relics and ecclesiastical leaders during 

the era of Viking raiding,
61

 local church infrastructure below the diocesan level 

increasingly appears to have survived largely intact.
62

 It was not until the eleventh 

century, however, that the ecclesiastical hierarchy of Upper Normandy established 

control over the church in the west, using histories and hagiographies to justify 

their takeover by depicting the region as a pagan wasteland in need of external 

reform.
63

 Mark Hagger tacitly acknowledged the difficulty of establishing a start 

date for ducal rule in the west by beginning his study of the Cotentin in c. 987 – a 

mere two years before the construction of the first ducal castle in Bayeux.
64

 For 

the most part, we are left with a murky scene – one of alliances and rivalries 

between independent Viking groups, whose precise relations to the ducal dynasty 

of Rouen, as Pierre Bauduin concludes when writing of ‘Normandy’ in c. 960,  

are impossible to determine with precision.
65

 

This is a problematic, fragmented narrative. A modern, overarching 

reappraisal is thus required if the processes by which the territory that would 

become Lower Normandy was absorbed into the duchy growing around Rouen 

are to be understood more fully. The difficulties so far encountered shape the 

questions that such a study must address. It is not enough to track the pace and 
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geographical spread of ducal rule. The methods employed by the ducal dynasty in 

its pursuit of power in the west must also be assessed. This will in turn reveal 

much about the region’s contemporary character and the nature of ducal relations 

with its inhabitants. Crucially, Lower Normandy must not be seen as an empty 

vessel into which ducal power gradually poured. Such an approach implicitly 

casts ducal expansion as inevitable and renders the region a periphery to an Upper 

Norman core. While the ducal dynasty were in a uniquely powerful position in 

Normandy due to their possession of the great city of Rouen (‘a goose that could 

lay golden eggs’) in the wealthy Seine valley,
66

 we have already seen that their 

involvement in the west was far from assured and their own survival often 

threatened. It also unnecessarily downplays the local viewpoint. The population of 

Lower Normandy were active participants, not casual bystanders, in the processes 

that led to the region’s assimilation into the greater Norman duchy. Despite the 

comparative lack of chronicle and diplomatic sources dealing with Lower 

Normandy in the tenth and eleventh centuries, it will be argued that the existing 

evidence still supports new interpretations of how the local population reacted and 

adapted to the westward expansion of ducal power. These are all central interests 

in the attempt to unravel the problem of Normandy that follows. We must now 

consider how the present work will proceed to address them. 

0.2) Frames of Reference 

Before a study of the westward expansion of ducal authority can be attempted, it 

is first necessary to define the territories that constitute Lower Normandy and how 

best they can be considered herein. In terms of modern boundaries, the 

administrative region of Lower Normandy created in 1956 comprises the entire 

                                                 
66

 Searle, Predatory Kinship, pp. 68-78, for Rouen’s early role, p. 70, for this citation. Nelson, 

‘Normandy’s Early History’, pp. 12-15, for ongoing debates over the character of Norse settlement 

in Rouen.  
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medieval duchy lying west of the Risle. This is a substantial area (some 5,000 

square kilometres larger than modern Upper Normandy) and one that, as the 

inclusion of a small portion of the French Perche immediately demonstrates, does 

not necessarily reflect the historical developments with which the current work is 

concerned. Our focus must be sharper. Though it will contribute some significant 

examples to discussion of the tenth and early eleventh centuries, the ancient pagus 

and diocese of the Lieuvin, lying between the Risle and Dives, will not feature 

heavily. The region’s proximity to Rouen had, it will be argued, drawn it into the 

Upper Norman orbit of the ducal dynasty and its associated families by the time 

Dudo and his contemporaries began to write of ‘Normandy’ in c. 1000. The same 

cannot be said of the Hiémois and Séeois, which together form the bulk of 

Normandy’s long southern frontier. The mercurial character of ducal influence 

and authority in these regions throughout our period chimes with the wider themes 

of this work. Nevertheless, both regions have been the subject of extensive 

scholarship, focused on the powerful Montgomery-Bellême clan and their 

neighbours and enemies,
67

 the vast, detailed local knowledge of Orderic Vitalis,
68

 

and the region’s central role in relations with Normandy’s southern neighbours, 
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Maine and Anjou.
69

 As a result, like the Lieuvin, they shall inform, but not form 

the core of this work. Furthermore, while the Hiémois and Séeois offer valuable 

points of comparison, we must remember that their frontier nature engendered a 

different relationship with the ducal dynasty than existed in other localities. 

Frontier concerns did admittedly play a role in the Avranchin and southern 

Bessin, where the county of Mortain and its neighbours formed the duchy’s 

western and southern border with Brittany and, to a lesser extent, Maine. This 

point illustrates that the Bessin, Cotentin and Avranchin – the three westernmost 

pagi of Lower Normandy, as the crow might fly from Rouen – represent a far 

from homogenous unit. While the Avranchin was a frontier county, the Cotentin 

and Bessin were shielded to landward by other Norman pagi. Historical interests 

and maritime contacts, however, meant they were far from immune to external 

influences, though such interactions were, by their very nature, markedly different 

to those which occurred in the Avranchin. There are important geographical 

distinctions too. The eastern and northern Bessin is dominated by the chalky soils 

of the coastal littoral and plain of Caen, watered by the Orne and perfect for 

horse-breeding and cereal production.
70

 Travelling westward and south-westward, 

however, the flatlands rise into the rolling hills and mixed woodland and pasture 

of the Norman Bocage, crisscrossed by thick hedgerows and winding, sunken 

lanes – doubtless more heavily-wooded in the medieval period.
71

 Here the 

combination of poor, acidic soils and the prevailing damp weather from the 

                                                 
69

 D. Power, The Norman Frontier in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries (Cambridge, 2004), 

esp. pp. 72-4, 273-7, 299, 317-22, 360-65. 
70

 ‘Miraculi sancti Wulfranni episcopi’, in AASS Mar., iii, p. 151, for Saint-Wandrille’s grain 
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topographique’, AM 12 (1982), pp. 175-6; below, p. 17 n. 78, for more detailed descriptions of the 
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Atlantic contributed to the growing of rye and oats, rather than wheat.
72

 Such 

conditions had a considerable impact on regional life. Bread, which was a staple 

and, in terms of its quality, status symbol of aristocratic life, was customarily 

made from wheat, other crops being frowned upon.
73

 The early twelfth-century 

Coutances chronicler complained bitterly that poverty had forced the cathedral 

canons to subsist on black (i.e. rye) bread in the years following Geoffrey de 

Montbray’s accession to the episcopate in 1048.
74

 Local religious institutions 

often received donations of wheat or white bread in the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries.
75

 In 1064/5, Duke William unwillingly abandoned his Breton campaign 

because he could find no wheat to feed his army. William of Poitiers, aping 

Caesar, noted that the Bretons ‘live on plentiful milk and very little bread’, a sign 

of the greater role played by pastoralism in the regional economy.
76

 Such 

economic difficulties may even have contributed to the region’s eventual 

subjugation by the ducal dynasty, with Bates remarking that ‘the nobles of Lower 

Normandy can be shown to have held poorer and smaller estates than their 

counterparts in upper and central Normandy. This made domination from Rouen a 

relatively easy task’.
77

 As events following the D-Day landings attest, however, 

the patchwork nature of the bocage country also rendered the region largely 

inaccessible to outsiders. Control of major rivers and roads was thus a matter of 

key economic and strategic importance, as revealed by numerous studies of the 
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county of Mortain.
78

 To the north, the Cotentin peninsula itself was practically an 

island, surrounded on three sides by the sea and divided from the rest of Lower 

Normandy by a belt of thick marshland. To the south-west, the hills of the bocage 

give way once more, with the western Avranchin consisting of the low, coastal 

plain between the valleys of the Sélune and Couesnon. Considering the impact 

that these local differences had on wider developments in the region during the 

tenth and eleventh centuries will be an important aim of this work. 

The timeframe (c. 889-1087) of this study also requires explanation. 

Having dismissed the few fixed dates in Normandy’s tenth-century history as 

largely irrelevant, we must not erect straw men in their place. The earliest 

recorded Norse activity in Lower Normandy (the sack of Saint-Lô in the Cotentin) 

dates to c. 889,
79

 but this unashamedly represents a ‘best guess’ – there were 

undoubtedly earlier attacks and contacts. This period of raiding and settlement can 

only be understood in light of Lower Normandy’s earlier ninth-century history, in 

particular Breton interests in these pagi from c. 846 onward.
80

 The decision to 

draw this work to a close in 1087, with the death of William I, involves outlining 

the central argument of this thesis and the academic debate from which it derives. 

The character of tenth- and eleventh-century Norman society and ducal 

government has been as great a source of scholarly debate as the chronology of 

Normandy’s establishment. For Jean Yver and David Bates, ducal government 

                                                 
78
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was fundamentally modelled upon pre-existing Carolingian lines.
81

 The 

widespread adoption of Frankish forms was so successful that Normandy 

experienced far less fragmentation of public authority than many neighbouring 

principalities during this period, creating what was, in the context of northern 

France, an unusually centralized, cohesive polity.
82

 By contrast, Searle argued that 

the initial period of Norse settlement in the tenth century was so chaotic and 

violent that there was little continuity of Carolingian governmental and social 

structures.
83

 Rather than gradually moving away from their Scandinavian 

heritage,
84

 Normandy’s strength lay with its inhabitants’ continued dependence 

upon ‘older forms of social organization, older and less effective methods of 

social control than the Franks were evolving’, by which Searle meant a reliance 

on kinship.
85

 This formed ‘the very basis of ducal power and…a difficult problem 

for the dukes within their own family’.
86

 Both approaches have much to commend 

them, though Searle’s dismissal of Carolingian influences is demonstrably 

overstated. Neither, however, tackles the thorny issue of Normandy’s geographic 

and demographic diversity, laid out in the preceding discussion. Put simply, what 

was true of one part of the duchy need not have been so throughout the rest of it at 

any one time. Here it will be argued that the establishment of a post-Carolingian 

governmental system in Lower Normandy, sustained familial, tenurial and 

seigneurial relationships between the Upper and Lower Norman aristocracies, and 

more homogenous cultural traditions throughout the length and breadth of the 

                                                 
81
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duchy were the result of processes that only came close to fruition in the reign of 

William I. That William’s reign represented a turning point for ducal involvement 

in Lower Normandy is further confirmed by the impact the region subsequently 

had upon the life and career of his youngest son, Henry I.
87

 

This, then, is fundamentally a study in power and the means by which the 

ducal dynasty established and cemented its rule in the farthest reaches of 

Normandy. Power, however, takes different forms and some discussion of 

terminology is thus required.
88

 For Searle, power meant ‘coercion…the capability 

(not the right, but the ability) to produce a desired effect, to bring about an 

intended response’.
89

 The dukes had various means at their disposal to force 

others to obey their will. We have seen how numismatic and archaeological 

evidence points to the economic advantages enjoyed by Rouen’s rulers, but ducal 

wealth, military resources and social status are equally evident in chroniclers’ 

accounts of extensive campaigning, the construction of palaces, castles and 

monasteries in newly-mastered lands, and the establishment of marriage alliances. 

As the evolving definitions of ‘Normandy’ attest, however, the employers of 

coercive force often seek to legitimise their position – the civilizing mission as 

justification for imperialism being just one example. Such validation seeks to 

remove the need for continued coercion and instead establish a different sort of 

power, what I shall refer to as authority. By this I mean, to paraphrase Searle, the 

recognised right, as well as the ability, to exercise overarching executive power, 

legal and governmental, within a region. The shift from coercion to authority 

                                                 
87
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represents the process by which recently-acquired possessions become integrated 

parts of the ruling polity and resistance is recast as rebellion, with all the 

difficulties of individual perspectives that this entails. Here, diplomatic evidence 

is central to tracing the day-to-day character of ducal rule in Lower Normandy, 

through references to possession and conveyance of property, terms of tenure, 

financial privileges, and the exercise of legal prerogatives. 

The successful establishment of ducal rule in Lower Normandy, however, 

owed as much to the more informal exercise of power as it did to the use of 

coercive force and its subsequent legitimisation. To borrow the terms of modern 

political science, the ducal dynasty enjoyed a degree of ‘soft power’ in Lower 

Normandy – the ability to get what they wanted through others’ attraction to their 

‘culture, values and foreign policies’.
90

 These ideas of co-operation and cultural 

influence are writ large in Searle and Bauduin’s accounts of the hegemonic 

origins of ducal rule.
91

 The evolving impact of Upper Norman soft power on the 

west will be traced in a number of different ways, including studies in 

prosopography, patterns of onomastic and toponymic use, and changing 

ecclesiastical traditions. Understanding the shifting social networks and cultural 

influences prevalent in Lower Normandy is a key objective of the current work 

for three reasons. Firstly, the new approaches to Norman history that have 

emerged over the course of the last twenty years provide grounds for addressing 

various inaccuracies in earlier accounts and a different perspective on the level of 

change and continuity in the pre-Conquest duchy. Secondly, such a study reveals 

that Lower Normandy was the scene of a dynamic interplay of different socio-
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 Searle, Predatory Kinship, esp. pp. 8-10, 68-78; Bauduin, Première Normandie, pp. 25-141. 



 - 21 - 

cultural influences. Lucien Musset, Jean-Michel Picard and Éric van Torhoudt,
92

 

amongst others, all considered the important role neighbouring Brittany and, to a 

lesser extent, Maine played in shaping the character of tenth- and eleventh-century 

Lower Normandy. Tracing the ebb and flow of such alternative influences thus 

provides a further means of charting the region’s gradual domination by Rouen’s 

rulers. This thesis will begin by investigating these influences. Finally, by 

analysing changes in Lower Norman society and culture we can come closer to 

understanding that most complicated of historical constructs – identity. Modern 

social scientists, anthropologists and historians have evolved numerous 

approaches to the issue of ethnic identity,
93

 with limited degrees of success and 

recognition.
94

 Language, law and other cultural values all play a role in these 

formulations. Like Nick Webber, this work will for the most part follow the lines 

laid down in Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, edited by Fredrik Barth, which sees 

ethnic identity as ‘a subjective phenomenon…something that was claimed by 

those within a group, and attributed to those outside it’.
95

 In other words, we must 

seek to determine how the inhabitants of Lower Normandy were seen by 

outsiders, how they viewed themselves and how these differing perspectives 

interacted and changed over time. To do this, we must first assess the state of play 

in the region upon the Scandinavians’ arrival in the latter half of the ninth century. 
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Chapter 1) The Breton East: Lower Normandy before the Normans 

1.1) Introduction: Winter on the Vire 

In 889/90, the town of Saint-Lô, at the base of the Cotentin peninsula in western 

Normandy, and the surrounding countryside witnessed, not for the last time in 

their history, widespread scenes of carnage and devastation.
1
 In the autumn of 

889, Norse raiders based in the Seine estuary travelled west, sailed up the Vire 

and settled in for the winter, laying siege to the town’s extensive Carolingian 

fortifications and killing the local bishop,
2
 before being driven off in the new year 

by a Breton relief force under the command of Alan I the Great, duke of Brittany. 

One of a series of Breton victories against Viking invaders during this period, 

Alan’s triumph at Saint-Lô was joyously recorded in a number of contemporary 

annals from across north-western Europe.
3
 Though the Breton defeat of the 

Scandinavian invaders was itself unusual, representing a rare success in what were 

dark days for the rest of northern France, these events were otherwise typical of 

the period and would have been of little significance to the Norsemen themselves. 

For the Seine Vikings, the assault on Saint-Lô was just one of a series of raids 

against lucrative targets in the wider northern French locale conducted during 

these years.
4
 

From an historical perspective, however, the attack on Saint-Lô takes on a 

wider significance for three reasons. First, though it seems improbable that this 

section of the northern French coast had been spared from Viking visitations in 
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previous years, the events of 889/90 represent the earliest recorded appearance of 

Norsemen in the region that would eventually become Lower Normandy. 889 thus 

represents the most plausible starting date for any study of Lower Normandy’s 

creation and one suitably removed from the Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte in 911, 

which, as we have seen, so dominates medieval and modern accounts of 

Normandy’s emergence. Second, the Breton victory at Saint-Lô, alongside their 

other contemporary successes, belies the view that the Breton occupation of the 

Cotentin peninsula during the latter half of the ninth century was ineffectual, too 

brief in duration and limited in scope to have been of any real short- or long-term 

significance. Rather, the Bretons’ ability to react swiftly and successfully to an 

attack on the furthest and most recently acquired edge of their territory 

demonstrates considerable control over and interest in the region.
5
 Contemporary 

chroniclers too felt that the Breton position in the western pagi of the Cotentin and 

Avranchin was secure. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle identified Saint-Lô, on the 

easternmost edge of the Cotentin, as lying ‘between the Bretons and the Franks’; 

while modern historians have readily interpreted Ralph of Burgundy’s grant as 

evidence of a Breton presence in these pagi in 933.
6
 

Third, the apparent strength of the Breton position in the Cotentin 

peninsula actually emphasises arguably the most overlooked point raised by the 

Norse assault upon Saint-Lô. The lands that, over the course of the next two 

hundred years, would become Normandy were not a politically homogenous unit 

at the close of the ninth century. The raiders of 889 had only recently returned to 
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the Seine before heading west, having ravaged extensively throughout Burgundy, 

Neustria and parts of Aquitaine. Their temporary withdrawal from the Seine 

estuary over the winter of 889/90 had come about only as a result of negotiations 

with the current Robertian king of France, Odo.
7
 This approach emphasises how 

fragmented the political situation in northern France had become by this period. 

Alan I’s ancestors had enjoyed close, if not always cordial, relations with the 

Frankish monarchy. By Alan’s reign, however, contact had become limited and 

irregular. The latest evidence for direct communication between Alan and a west 

Frankish monarch comes from the reign of Odo’s Carolingian predecessor, 

Charles the Fat (884-887).
8
 Even this late contact was arguably of little 

significance – Charles’ possible recognition of Alan as a sub-king merely added 

further legitimacy to the paramount position the latter had already secured in 

Brittany through both force and fortune. Rather than offering a united response to 

the Norse threat or even the suggestion of one, Odo clearly had no qualms about 

palming off his Viking problem onto one of his closest neighbours.
9
 

Odo was perhaps equally unconcerned about protecting the outlying parts 

of his own kingdom. The Norse campaign of 889/90 almost certainly included 

attacks upon Frankish territory east of the Vire as well.
10

 These lands formed the 

northernmost reaches of the Frankish province of Neustria – the heartland of the 

Robertian family. Julia Smith has argued that Odo’s accession to the throne and 

the provisions he made for his younger brother, Robert, initially strengthened 
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famille des Bérenger, comtes de Rennes et ducs de Bretagne’, in Mélanges d’histoire du Moyen 

Âge offerts à M. Ferdinand Lot par ses amis et ses élèves (Paris, 1925), pp. 551-2). 
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Frankish power in this region. As the Robertians became increasingly involved in 

royal politics, however, their focus shifted east towards Paris and their authority 

throughout western Neustria devolved to a plethora of local counts and 

viscounts.
11

 Closest to the exposed Channel coastline, Neustria’s northernmost 

reaches seem to have been an early casualty in this process of fragmentation, 

though we know little for certain about regional rulers of the period. In 885, one 

Ragnold, described as ducem Cinomannicum and princeps totius Franciae by the 

Annales Vedastini and Dudo respectively, died defending the Seine from Viking 

attack.
12

 Ragnold was soon replaced by one Berengar, first recorded in a grant by 

Robert of Neustria to Saint-Martin-de-Tours in 892.
13

 Described therein as 

Robert’s amicus, this Berengar has regularly, though not necessarily convincingly, 

been identified as both the father of Rollo’s bride, Poppa, mentioned by Dudo and 

a possible ancestor of the Breton comital house of Rennes.
14

 

Writing in the early eleventh century, Dudo already understood that 

Normandy represented a diverse union of peoples. Describing a dream Rollo had 

before coming to France, Dudo wrote that Rollo found himself atop a mountain 

and ‘saw about the base of it many thousands of birds of different kinds and 

various colours’. The birds washed themselves in a spring upon the mountain top 

and afterwards ‘ate together in a suitable place, without being separated into 

genera or species, and without any disagreement or dispute’.
15

 Soon other authors 

took up the theme. The hagiographer of St. Wulfran wrote that Rollo ‘united in a 
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 et de Raoul, rois de France (922-936), ed. J. Dufour (Paris, 

1978), appendix i, no. 37. 
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 Merlet, ‘Origine de la famille’, pp. 549-61; above, p. 11 n. 56. 
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short time men of all origins and different occupations…and from the different 

races he made one people’.
16

 The preceding analysis of the assault on Saint-Lô 

has shown that, by the close of the ninth century, far from living harmoniously 

with each other, the inhabitants of what would one day become Normandy were at 

one another’s throats. The region was fiercely divided, fought over by incoming 

Norse raiders, Breton settlers, claimants to the Frankish throne and local 

potentates, its future political union surely beyond the dreams of even the wildest 

imagination. This brief examination of events at Saint-Lô has also shown, 

however, that within this broad milieu there was at least one major dividing line in 

889. In understanding how Lower Normandy came to be created and brought 

under the control of Rollo’s descendants, then, it is first necessary to consider 

more closely the legacy of the victors of Saint-Lô – the Breton rulers of the 

Cotentin and Avranchin. 

1.2) First Conquest: Bretons in Lower Normandy (c. 846-c. 933) 

Breton authority over the western pagi of the future Normandy was first 

recognised by France’s Carolingian monarchs in 867, when, in a bid to buy peace, 

Charles the Bald ceded control of the Cotentin to king Salomon of Brittany in 

return for aid against Viking raiders.
17

 By this point, however, Breton influence 

over and interest in the region had been evident for at least twenty years. 

Christmas 846 had seen a Breton raiding party ravage the countryside around 

Bayeux before wintering there.
18

 The identity of the raiders’ leader is unknown. 

The principal Breton ruler in this period, Nominoë (c. 831-851), had made peace 

                                                 
16
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e
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with Charles earlier in the year, following his defeat of the west Frankish king in 

battle at Ballon, just north of Redon, on 22 November 845,
19

 but either he or one 

of the more minor Breton rulers who disliked his overlordship apparently broke 

this treaty almost immediately.
20

 Either way, Lower Normandy had been marked 

as a target for Breton expansion and there were probably further, unrecorded 

attacks upon the region during this same period – contemporary sources tending 

rather to focus upon Breton raids along the prosperous and heavily-populated 

Loire valley.
21

 

The hundred years that followed the attack on Bayeux saw Brittany 

stabilise in the form it would retain for the rest of the medieval period – one that 

initially looked as though it might permanently encompass the pagi of western 

Normandy. In 846, however, the area under autonomous Breton rule was small. It 

was only with the Breton conquest of the Frankish border counties of the Nantais 

and Ille-et-Vilaine in 850 that Brittany filled its modern boundaries – the northern 

reaches of the frontier with France resting on the banks of the Couesnon for the 

first time.
22

 Nevertheless, the border country around Rennes and Mont Saint-

Michel had, despite Frankish political control, long been considered part of 

Britannia by contemporary writers – a zone on the easternmost limits of the 

spoken Breton vernacular, where interpreters were to be found and Brittany and 

France ‘shaded off’ into one another.
23

 There were already ecclesiastical links and 

influences – Mont Saint-Michel had a Breton leader (Phinimontius) by c. 865, 
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chose to record the death (in 868) of abbot Conwoion of Redon in its necrologies, 

and shared manuscripts with that monastery into at least the early tenth century.
24

 

To the north, the Channel Islands had lain in Breton hands since Charlemagne’s 

day – their impact on local society and culture attested by frequent dedications to 

Celtic saints in the archipelago’s churches and, perhaps, the mid-eleventh-century 

presence of a canon bearing the Breton name of Judicael, who administered the 

Guernsey prebend of the ducal chapel founded at Cherbourg by the Conqueror.
25

 

Breton influence had also probably touched the Cotentin by the mid-ninth century. 

A series of early dates have been proposed for Breton ecclesiastical involvement 

here and one ninth-century account places a Breton duke, Anowareth, in 

command of the Cotentin in c. 800.
26

 While the political re-alignment of the 850s 

arguably changed little in the former Frankish border counties, it further exposed 

the Cotentin peninsula to destabilising influences, the effects of which were 

already being felt by the time Charles the Bald ceded control of the region to the 

Bretons in 867. The Revelatio, written by a clerk of either Avranches or Mont 

Saint-Michel, may have been produced during this period (851-867), in order to 

protect the bishop of Avranches’ rights against Breton expansion.
27

 Indeed, 

Edward James suggests that the abandonment of the bishopric in c. 862 was the 

result of ‘Breton and not Viking attacks’ and the absence of any specific reference 
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to the pagus or diocese in the agreement of 867 may represent Charles’ tacit 

acknowledgement that the Bretons had already wrested effective authority over 

the Avranchin from the Franks by that date.
28

 Breton influence probably spread as 

much through co-operation as through conflict with the Franks. Henry Chanteux 

and Guy Souillet attributed the appearance of Breton toponyms, saints’ 

dedications and religious institutions in the western pagi (and even unusual 

features of land mensuration in the Bessin) to peaceful Breton settlement under 

licence from Charles the Bald. Such settlement formed part of a combined 

Franco-Breton effort to resist growing Viking aggression, sanctified by the 

betrothal of Charles’ son, Louis the Stammerer, to the daughter of Erispoë, 

Nominoë’s son and successor, agreed in the Treaty of Louviers (February 856).
29

 

The treaty of 867 thus saw the Carolingian monarchy succumbing still 

further to Breton expansionist pressure, both peaceful and violent. It represented 

the culmination of a process that, further to the south, had seen the Pays de Retz 

and western Anjou fall into Breton hands earlier in the 850s and 860s and typified 

the relationship between Breton and Frankish rulers in the ninth century.
30

 While 

Nominoë, Erispoë and Salomon used the resources and prestige gained through 

raiding and conquering Frankish territory to enforce their sole authority over their 

fellow Bretons, their role as mediators with the faltering, but still comparatively 

mighty Frankish monarchy to the east was equally important in overawing their 

own subjects.
31

 Unlike later royal treaties with Norse invaders, the provisions of 

Charles’ grant of 867 were clearly laid out – a sign of their greater worth – and 
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secured a firm foothold for Erispoë’s cousin and successor, Salomon in the 

western pagi. The Breton leader received ‘the county of Coutances with all the 

fiscal rights, royal villae and abbeys…and properties wheresoever pertaining to it, 

except the bishopric’,
32

 which perhaps suffered as a result of its continuing 

independence from Breton control.
33

 Military intervention, peaceful co-operation 

and cultural influence had hardened into the wholesale appropriation of 

administrative structures, territorial holdings and, perhaps, de facto ecclesiastical 

overlordship. Salomon and his successors soon began to exploit these extensive 

rights. Salomon granted estates in the Avranchin to a supporter named 

Gurhamius, while Alan I donated land at Canabiacum, tentatively identified with 

either Canisy or Cavigny, both in the vicinity of Saint-Lô, to Nantes cathedral, 

probably around the time of his great victory in 890.
34

 These years may have seen 

more extensive Breton settlement in the region. Jean-Michel Picard suggests that 

abbot Uurdisten of Landévennec’s comments in the Life of St. Guénolé on the 

strength of the cult of Patrick among the Bretons in c. 880 refers to Breton 

colonists in western Normandy, where the saint’s cult left extensive marks upon 

regional toponomy, dedications and veneration practices, rather than to Brittany 

proper, where it left few identifiable traces.
35

 It should come as no surprise, then, 

that Alan I contested the Norse landing at Saint-Lô so vigorously or that 
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contemporaries associated the region with Brittany into the tenth century. 

Nevertheless, Alan’s victory in 890 probably marked the high-water mark of 

Breton authority in what would become Lower Normandy. With Alan’s death in 

907, Viking attacks intensified rapidly. ‘No king, no warleader, no defender 

arose’ to resist.
36

 Indeed, by 919, the year of Flodoard’s first annal, all of Brittany 

had been laid waste by Norse invaders – the chronicler’s use of language 

conveying the dreadful devastation.
37

 Mass exodus ensued. Breton aristocrats and 

ecclesiastics took refuge throughout France and even across the Channel in 

England.
38

 Brittany and, we must assume, the western pagi were left under the 

Viking yoke, the Frankish rulers of the Loire recognising Norse authority there – 

Robert of Neustria in 921; his son, Hugh the Great in 927.
39

 The Norse occupation 

of Brittany remained unchallenged until the late 930s. There appears to have been 

no major attempt to retake the western pagi in the subsequent restoration of 

Breton independence. 

How much of a mark did these years of Breton contact and subsequent 

occupation leave on Lower Normandy? The wide variety of evidence available for 

Breton influence serves as testament to the indelible nature of their impact upon 

the region over a prolonged timeframe. Breton ecclesiastical influence, for 

instance, can be traced through sources as diverse as saints’ dedications, 

toponyms, veneration practices, textual transmission and property grants. Parish 

churches throughout western Normandy, most notably in the Cotentin, bore 
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dedications to Breton and other Celtic saints, including Samson, Malo, Méen and 

Patrick, while many villages were also named after them, e.g. Saint-Malo-de-la-

Lande and Saint-Patrice-de-Claids, again in the Cotentin.
40

 The Norman 

transmission of the Navigatio Brendani can be traced back to Brittany; in pre-

tenth-century Avranches the cathedral’s practices mirrored Breton confusion over 

St. Patrick’s title (abbot, not bishop and confessor) and saint’s day (16 May, not 

17 March).
41

 Breton religious institutions acquired rights and estates in western 

Normandy – aside from Nantes cathedral’s aforementioned possessions, the 

abbeys of Redon, Saint-Magloire at Léhon and Saint-Georges in Rennes all 

gained estates in the Avranchin.
42

 The uninterrupted survival of an ecclesiastical 

community at Mont Saint-Michel throughout the ninth and tenth centuries, 

seemingly alone in Lower Normandy, may also have owed something to Breton 

sponsorship during this turbulent period.
43

 Ecclesiastical sources are by no means 

the only evidence of widespread cultural contact. Dedications to Celtic saints were 

often, though by no means always, associated with secular toponyms denoting 

Breton settlement. The prevalence of Bretteville-type placenames in Normandy 

has been remarked upon regularly and the region ‘est particulièrement riche en 

toponyms bretons autres que celui de type Bretteville’, such as the Canivet-type.
44

 

An abundance of micro-toponyms, largely consisting of hamlet names, also 

display Breton influence in the region.
45

 The widespread use of Breton 
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anthroponyms in western Normandy has been similarly remarked upon.
46

 These 

included the Brito-type surname, which became common in England after the 

Conquest, but also a wealth of personal names, reflecting the Breton ducal 

dynasty and Biblical preferences, as well as more common types.
47

 

This evidence is surprisingly geographically widespread in origin. 

Examples of Breton influence do not stop at the west bank of the Vire, the frontier 

implied both by the grant of 867 and contemporary assessments of the late ninth- 

and early tenth-century political situation. Breton placenames and saint 

dedications make prominent appearances in both the Bessin and Hiémois, even 

cropping up as far east as Upper Normandy.
48

 Bretteville-type placenames are 

particularly abundant in the countryside around Caen, where the unusual features 

of land mensuration noted by Chanteux are also concentrated.
49

 The cults of the 

Breton saints Samson and Malo were widespread throughout Normandy.
50

 The 

bishopric of Dol enjoyed episcopal rights in the lower Risle valley, where Samson 

had founded the monastery of Pental; while the ‘exemption’ of five parishes 

Sainte-Mére-Église held in the diocese of Bayeux stemmed from its time as a 

monastery dedicated to the Breton saint, Méen.
51

 Though probably a conflation of 

earlier, unreliable sources, Pierre le Baud’s later account of Count Judicael 

Berengar of Rennes battling Vikings as far east as Caen in 931 seems, in such a 

context, not implausible.
52
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The geographical spread of Breton influence has solicited considerable 

discussion, not least regarding the dating of Breton activity in northern France. 

While scholars have readily assigned both dedications and the greater density of 

Bretteville-type toponyms throughout the Cotentin to the fifty-year period 

following the grant of 867, the terms of the treaty offer ‘n’a aucune raison de 

supposer à la fin du 9
e
 siècle une colonisation bretonne entre Bayeux et la 

Seine’.
53

 As a result, scholars have attempted to tie different aspects of the 

evidence to specific alternative periods, with varying degrees of success. Léon 

Fleuriot suggested that Breton church dedications and placenames beyond the 

Vire might stem from fourth- to sixth-century British settlement in northern 

France, contemporary with, but separate from, the migrations that transformed 

Armorica into Brittany.
54

 The development of religious centres, such as Samson’s 

establishment of Pental, and the spread of saintly venerations certainly bears 

witness to the migratory nature of Breton holy men, if not settlers more generally, 

in the Merovingian period. As noted above, Chanteux and Souillet attributed these 

phenomena and land mensuration in the Bessin to Breton settlement after the 

Treaty of Louviers in 856 – one of the less convincing suggestions, given 

Erispoë’s assassination and subsequent return to Franco-Breton hostility the 

following year. Growing Norse pressure on the Seine during the later ninth 

century may have drawn Frankish attention away from Lower Normandy, 

providing further opportunities for Breton expansion throughout the region.
55
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Others have argued that these eastern exempla, whether Breton or more generally 

Celtic, emerged from the Viking era of the early tenth century, as a result of 

Breton emigration and relic transmission eastward.
56

 Again, this argument is far 

from convincing. Though Breton relics and clerics evidently did pass through 

Normandy during this period, it is hard to believe that they remained long enough 

to leave a lasting mark on a region whose own clergy and sacred possessions were 

also fleeing before the Viking onslaught.
57

 Van Torhoudt’s explanation for the 

greater preponderance of Breton dedications in the Cotentin, rather than the 

Avranchin – that the Bretons were at the forefront of evangelism in the former 

region after the Scandinavian settlement – is more compelling, particularly given 

the association of such dedications with communities sporting Scandinavian 

toponyms.
58

 Nevertheless, Breton ecclesiastical influence in the Avranchin should 

not be underestimated. While the limited number of Breton names listed amongst 

the monastic community at Mont Saint-Michel may support van Torhoudt’s 

notion that Breton missionaries would have found an already-established church 

structure in the Avranchin, this view must be set alongside the abandonment of 

the bishopric of Avranches in c. 862, the existence of a Breton leader at Mont 

Saint-Michel in c. 865, local connections with Breton abbeys, the prevalence of 

Breton and Manceaux ecclesiastics as witnesses in the Mont’s earliest charters 

and grants of property in the Avranchin to Breton religious institutions throughout 

the ninth and tenth centuries.
59
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No matter the persuasiveness of these individual suggestions, combined 

they emphasise just how vast the prospects for cross-cultural contact and 

exchanges were over an extended chronological period. Breton influences in 

Lower Normandy can be identified before the grant of 867 and remained 

important even after the collapse of Breton power in the wake of Norse attacks at 

the turn of the tenth century. Such interactions continued to evolve. Onomastic 

analysis suggests a varied origin date for Breton toponyms in Normandy – while 

some are probably very early, others perhaps hail from as late as the eleventh 

century, e.g. those of the Canivet- and Harcouët-type.
60

 Changing patterns of 

dedicatory and toponym association may indicate different stages of involvement 

with the western church. Ecclesiastical property grants certainly date from the 

ninth-century Breton occupation through to the Norman rule of the eleventh 

century.
61

 Discontinuity between areas of Breton dedication and anthroponym use 

also suggests shifting patterns of cross-cultural contact.
62

 

Scholars have not always been keen to attribute these various exempla to 

Breton influence, but alternative explanations and objections are not entirely 

satisfactory. While Picard attributed the veneration of Irish saints, especially SS. 

Brendan and Patrick, in western Normandy to Breton influence, many scholars 

unsurprisingly turn to the Hiberno-Norse origins of Lower Normandy’s 

Scandinavian settlers for an explanation, despite the fact that this suggestion has 

itself sparked debate in relation to the date of Norse conversion in Ireland.
63

 

                                                 
60

 Souillet, ‘Les Brette et Bretteville’, pp. 411-12; Fleuriot, Les Origines, p. 103. 
61

 Above, pp. 29, 32. 
62

 van Torhoudt, ‘Les Bretons’, pp. 121, 127-8. 
63

 Picard, ‘Early Contacts’, pp. 90-92; Musset, ‘Participation’, p. 294; F. de Beaurepaire, ‘Les 

noms d’Anglo-Saxons contenus dans la toponymie normande’, AN 10 (1960), p. 312 n. 6. Coinage 

circulation suggests direct contact with Ireland throughout the tenth century (F. Dumas and J. 

Pilet-Lemière, ‘La monnaie normande – X
e
-XII

e
 siècle: Le point de la recherché en 1987’, in Les 

mondes normands, p. 128). 



 - 37 - 

Similarly, it has been suggested that Bretteville-type toponyms might originate 

with Insular Briton immigration from the western British seaboard to the Cotentin 

in the tenth century, alongside Norse settlers from Ireland and the Hebrides.
64

 

Again, while certainly an interesting interpretation, this hypothesis is not as 

inherently probable as the more clearly attested Breton model it seeks to replace. 

Why did Lower Normandy prove so permeable to Breton influences 

during this period? The Norse raiders of 889/90 had gained access to Lower 

Normandy by sea, sailing from the Seine estuary and up the river Vire. Maritime 

activity encouraged swift, long-distance contact – the significance of which is 

perfectly captured by Searle’s description of early tenth-century Normandy as 

more ‘a coastline and a series of rivers, being penetrated by independent bands 

under their warchiefs, than a territory’.
65

 The Vikings did not have a monopoly on 

such contacts. Lower Normandy was equally accessible by sea to Bretons 

approaching from the west. The evidence for such contact in this period is slight, 

but not non-existent. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’s account of the events of 

889/90 illustrates cross-Channel ties, as does the flight of many Breton nobles 

across the sea to England, as well as overland into France, in the wake of the 

subsequent Norse onslaught.
66

 In 936, Alan II Barbetorte, the son of one such 

émigré, returned to Brittany with English support to challenge the Norse forces 

that had dominated the region since 919.
67

 Breton interest in Irish saints and 

ecclesiastical texts demonstrates their integration into an even broader maritime 

world. Breton involvement in the Channel Islands shows that this world embraced 

the Lower Norman coastline; while the possession of estates in these islands by 
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aristocrats and monasteries from Lower Normandy and beyond reveals that the 

sea was no barrier to land-holding.
68

 Though many Bretons must have travelled 

overland to the great market of Montmartin-sur-Mer in the southern Cotentin 

(established before the late eleventh century, when it was in the hands of the 

counts of Mortain), its position on the estuary of the river Sienne would have 

encouraged a more direct passage by ship from right along the northern Breton 

coast.
69

 By the early thirteenth century, this one solitary market was held at farm 

for the considerable sum of £300 – a testament to the economic value of long-

distance maritime trade.
70

 Ease of movement by sea between Normandy and 

Brittany remained a major issue in this later period. When defending western 

Normandy from Breton attack in 1204, King John stationed a fleet in the bay of 

Mont Saint-Michel to prevent invasion by sea.
71

 

The fifty years that followed Charles the Bald’s grant of the Cotentin to 

Salomon in 867 thus represented the zenith, rather than the entirety of Breton 

influence in Lower Normandy. Maritime activity encouraged the development of 

more intense, extensive socio-cultural contacts than the short land frontier 

between Brittany and Lower Normandy might suggest. This heritage set Lower 

Normandy apart from the adopted homeland of the region’s eventual ducal rulers. 

In Upper Normandy, Rollo and his followers were near the heart of Frankish 

power and, as we shall see, quickly drawn into the political struggle between the 
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rival Carolingian and Robertian dynasties. In Lower Normandy, however, 

Scandinavian settlers found a land already subject to political and social 

disjuncture and open to an array of alternative interests and influences. That such 

disparate territories would come to be united under a ducal dynasty based in 

Rouen was far from a foregone conclusion. Academic appreciation of the scale of 

that achievement is heightened by emphasising, not underestimating regional 

differences throughout Normandy at the turn of the tenth century. That Lower 

Normandy’s Breton heritage should prove to be of lasting significance is 

suggested not only by the sheer variety, both in form and date, of the contacts 

outlined above, but by the extensive merging and mixing that accompanied them. 

The blending of diverse cultural influences is demonstrated by both the existence 

of churches bearing Breton dedications in Norse villages and Breton involvement 

in the worship of Irish saints in areas of Hiberno-Norse settlement. The frequent 

appearance of Breton toponyms in the region, for settlements both large and 

small, points not only towards ‘la régularité des échanges de population avec la 

Bretagne sur la longue durée’, but also to the high level of permeability achieved 

by such population movements.
72

 These themes of fusion and suffusion will 

resurface as we turn to the role such cultural contacts continued to play in shaping 

local social networks and identities through into the eleventh century. 

1.3) Legacy: Social Identities and Networks after c. 933 

In 933, William Longsword received ‘the land of the Bretons situated on the sea 

coast’ – commonly identified as the Cotentin and Avranchin.
73

 While the 

significance of this grant is questionable, from this period onwards the destiny of 

Lower Normandy was increasingly bound to that of the ducal dynasty of Rouen, 
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as opposed to that of its former Breton rulers. This process did not occur 

overnight. Flodoard’s terminology presupposes the continuing relevance of the 

region’s heritage. Whoever really controlled the western pagi in 933, 

contemporaries still associated these lands not with the Franks or Norman 

newcomers, but with the Bretons. Nor, as we have seen, did the maritime world of 

economic and cultural contacts collapse with the gradual realignment of political 

authority from Breton to Norman hands. What legacy, then, did these earlier 

Breton contacts leave in the changing world of the tenth and eleventh centuries? 

Lower Normandy remained a region dotted with Breton toponyms and churches 

dedicated to Celtic saints, whose population continued to use Breton names. To 

return to Barth’s comments on identity, is it possible that the region’s tenth- and 

eleventh-century inhabitants consciously identified with their Breton heritage or 

that this heritage affected how local society was viewed by outsiders? Complex 

and psychological though they may be, these questions must be answered if we 

are to attain a fuller understanding of the changing nature of Lower Norman 

society throughout this period. 

Some aspects of such an investigation are harder to analyse than others. 

Medieval prosopography is built upon extrapolating the characteristics of a social 

group from charter and chronicle accounts of marriage alliances, ecclesiastical 

donations and political ties. Assessing how different individuals or groups 

presented, let alone perceived their own or others’ identity, however, is fraught 

with difficulties. In the absence of personal accounts revealing how individuals 

regarded their own identity and place amongst their peers (and, as will be shown, 

such biographical statements serve only to present one perception of the wider 

picture), scholars are left straining for concrete conclusions where only the 
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shakiest suppositions are possible. Inhabitants of Lower Normandy possessing a 

Breton firstname, for example, may have thought of themselves as being Breton, 

of Breton extraction or a member of a family with important links to Brittany, but 

none of these possibilities need necessarily have been the case and this is without 

considering how such individuals might have been regarded by local society or 

their counterparts in Upper Normandy. Nevertheless, eleventh-century Lower 

Norman society does provide several examples of individuals and families for 

whom Breton heritage was a demonstrably important part of their identity. 

The most striking and well-documented example of a Lower Norman 

family claiming Breton antecedents is provided by Orderic Vitalis in his 

description of his own monastery of Saint-Évroult’s patrons – the Giroie. Vassals 

of both the lords of Bellême and Mayenne, the Giroie were key players on 

Normandy’s long southern frontier, yet Orderic traced their origins further afield – 

his genealogy listing one Abbo the Breton as the Giroie’s earliest known 

ancestor.
74

 It is difficult to discount that such a tradition existed. Orderic and his 

fellow monks must have been well-versed in the familial traditions of their 

foremost patrons.
75

 The position of the Giroie caput at Saint-Céneri, just outside 

Alençon, on the long-disputed border of Normandy, Maine and Brittany, certainly 

seems to fit with familial tradition and other Breton families, like the Gorrons, 

demonstrably did move into this troubled region.
76

 Given the lack of any 

obviously Breton names in the Giroie genealogy, however, Jean-Marie Maillefer 

discounts this origin myth, suggesting instead that the family’s roots lay in the 
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Chartrain.
77

 Keats-Rohan subsequently suggested that the Giroie were 

descendants of Rorgo I, a ninth-century Carolingian count of Maine and Rennes, 

from whom several other major Chartrain families traced their descent.
78

 

Discussion of the veracity of Orderic’s statement, however, ultimately misses the 

point. In terms of the Giroie’s own sense of identity, whether or not they were 

really descended from Breton stock is immaterial. What matters is that by the time 

Orderic composed his account of the family’s origins in the early twelfth century 

they clearly believed themselves to be of Breton descent and were happy to 

present themselves as such – a reading reinforced by Orderic’s description of 

Abbo’s grandson as ‘a member of one of the best families in France and 

Brittany’.
79

 Quite when or why such a tradition emerged in a family of Frankish 

descent is unknown, but it may have been encouraged by intermarriage with other 

families of Breton extraction
80

 and is perhaps identifiable in other families of 

Rorgonid descent.
81

  Conversely, families were just as capable of forgetting their 

origins – probable descendants of Geoffrey fitzRivallon of Dol, by the mid-

twelfth century the Gorrons, mentioned above, were remembered for their 

Norman and Manceaux roots at St. Albans, where both Geoffrey and Robert de 

Gorron served as abbot.
82

 

The Giroie and Gorron families provide a valuable insight into the fluidity, 

flexibility, and, in terms of their relationship to reality, fallibility of concepts of 
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identity – a lesson well worth remembering when turning to less secure markers 

of individual and group identities. Of these, surname and soubriquet forms 

represent perhaps the most plausible indicators of wider social awareness of 

ethnic dimensions to personal identity, even for sceptical commentators.
83

 In post-

Conquest England, Brito-type surnames soon became a common sign of Breton 

ancestry amongst the immigrant land-holding elite, appearing in both charters and 

the pages of Domesday Book.
84

 These surnames were also common in Lower 

Normandy. In the immediate pre-Conquest period, Hugh Brito, a genuine Breton 

immigrant who had followed Archbishop Juhel of Dol into exile in Normandy, 

witnessed a series of ducal charters involving Marmoutier in the 1050s and 60s, 

before donating property at Etouvy and Feugères in the southern Cotentin to 

Roger of Montgomery’s new foundation at Troarn in c. 1068.
85

 Hugh’s son, 

Robert retained his father’s ethnic sobriquet.
86

 More famous was Geoffrey Brito, 

appointed archbishop of Rouen by Henry I, probably because of his extensive 

knowledge of northern French politics. Geoffrey’s brother, Judicael, was bishop 

of St. Malo in Brittany, but his own ecclesiastical career began further east in 

Maine, where he became dean of Le Mans in c. 1093, narrowly missing out on the 

Manceaux bishopric in 1096, before moving to Rouen in 1111.
87

 At the end of the 

eleventh century, one Ralph Brito witnessed a grant to Mont Saint-Michel of 

church property in Hamelin, which lies to the south of the river Sélune on the 
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Norman-Breton frontier, perhaps also indicative of his ethnic origins.
88

 Similar 

examples appear in Lower Norman cartularies throughout the twelfth century, but 

Brito-type surnames were not confined to western Normandy.
89

 Examples from 

nearby Maine, which both shared a border and had long enjoyed close 

connections with Brittany, suggest similar practices of ethnic identification.
90

 

Further east in Normandy, Robert fitzWymarc’s mother possessed a Breton name, 

while a Magnus Brito attests a ducal grant to Saint-Ouen in the mid-eleventh 

century. More interestingly, a Walo Brito is found holding Crémanville, a village 

near the old Breton monastic outpost at the mouth of the Risle, from William 

Crispin in 1077.
91

 Similarly, Orderic mentions both a tenant of Saint-Évroult 

called Rualon Brito and Geoffrey Brito, a robber baron operating in the 

Corbonnais.
92

 He also records the names of several Bretons who sought service in 

the Conqueror’s household as military commanders,
93

 messengers
94

 or clerks.
95

 

What, if anything, do such surnames reveal about how Lower Normandy’s 

Breton heritage and continuing contacts shaped social identities in the region? 

Keats-Rohan has written of the strong sense of patria and gens amongst the 

Breton aristocracy, maintained, importantly, even by those, such as Rivallon of 

Dol and Haimo of Sougèal, who held estates from the Norman duke.
96

 Similarly, 

Noël-Yves Tonnerre sees the Bretons of this period as heirs to a sense of ‘Breton 
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nationhood from the very early Middle Ages’, recalled in a rich, vibrant 

vernacular (or, at the very least, vernacular-influenced) cultural tradition, 

independently recognised in Normandy and supported by an educated aristocracy, 

whether they themselves were fluent Breton speakers or not.
97

 Such comments 

may seem like hangovers from nineteenth-century Breton nationalism,
98

 but, if 

correct, the appearance of these surnames in Lower Normandy and elsewhere 

might represent a proud assertion of familial origins by those living in a land that 

was not their own or, in the case of the western reaches of the Avranchin, where 

ownership was debatable. Many of those listed above, such as Hugh Brito and 

Archbishop Geoffrey, were first-generation immigrants. It is difficult to believe, 

however, that surnames held the same connotations for descendants of earlier 

settlers, such as Hugh’s son, Robert, who was perhaps born and certainly raised in 

Normandy. Interestingly, individuals who used Brito-type surnames did not 

usually bear obviously Breton firstnames, e.g. Hugh, Ralph, Robert or William 

Brito.
99

 This might suggest that these individuals were eager to emphasise their 

otherwise understated origins or ancestry. As with other sobriquets, such as Alfred 

‘the Giant’, Neil ‘the Younger’ or Hugh ‘the Small’, Brito-type surnames may 

also have acted as useful social discriminators for individuals who bore common 

names, but it is again noteworthy that a reference to foreign origin or ancestry was 

deemed appropriate for such a purpose. Given that Brito-type surnames were still 

being assumed by first-generation immigrants in the twelfth century, it seems 

impossible to argue that the descendants of earlier arrivals who retained this 

                                                 
97

 N.-Y. Tonnerre, ‘Celtic literary tradition and the development of a feudal principality in 

Brittany’, in Literacy in Medieval Celtic Societies, ed. H. Pryce (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 168-72. 
98

 W. Davies, ‘Franks and Bretons: the impact of political climate and historiographical tradition 

on writing their ninth-century history’, in Frankland: the Franks and the world of the early Middle 

Ages – essays in honour of Dame Jinty Nelson, ed. P. Fouracre and D. Ganz (Manchester, 2008), 

pp. 304-21. 
99

 van Torhoudt, ‘Les Bretons’, p. 117. 



 - 46 - 

surname were not in some sense aware of their foreign ancestry, even if such 

families had operated solely in Normandy for several generations. 

Brito-type forms also appear as Lower Norman firstnames in the eleventh 

and twelfth centuries.
100

 Such personal names represent a tiny fraction of a larger 

body of Breton-derived and -influenced anthroponyms in use in late tenth- and 

eleventh-century Lower Normandy. These names reflected Breton ducal dynastic 

influences (Alan, Juhel/Judicael, Hoël, Conan), Biblical preferences (Samson, 

Salomon, Daniel) and common Celtic types (Harscouët/Hasculf, Rualon/c, 

Rivallon, Main/o, Brian). As well as being used as firstnames, these could also be 

employed as surnames or in ‘son of-’ type designations, e.g. Hugh Salomon or 

Ralph, son of Salomon – a practice mirrored by some Breton families in post-

Conquest England.
101

 The establishment of a corpus of identifiably Breton names 

has been a matter of ongoing onomastic investigation.
102

 André Chédeville’s 

survey of the anthroponymy of Brittany itself from c. 1000 onwards formed the 

basis for van Torhoudt’s study of Breton personal name use in the western pagi of 

the Avranchin and Cotentin from the late tenth to twelfth centuries.
103

  The role 

that these personal names played in the construction of Lower Norman social 

identities has been a subject of considerable debate. Musset felt that the 

continuing use of Breton anthroponyms in Lower Normandy into the thirteenth 

century suggested that Bretons and those of Breton descent represented ‘une 
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minorité non négligeable de la classe dirigeante’ of the western provinces.
104

 Van 

Torhoudt, however, dismissed Musset’s view, concluding that Breton personal 

names represented a very small percentage (a mere 2%, trailing off further from c. 

1150 onwards) of those anthroponyms recorded from Normandy’s westernmost 

pagi, geographically confined largely to the immediate border region, used mainly 

by ‘les petits seigneurs locaux et les vavasseurs’, rather than the great families of 

the Norman west and ultimately being of limited use as social markers of an 

ethnic dimension to individual identity.
105

 

The apparent infrequency of Breton anthroponym use in Lower Norman 

charters might suggest that these names should be discounted as an insignificant 

anomaly. Van Torhoudt’s regional analysis, however, must be set in a broader 

context. The character of the Norman evidence requires further consideration and 

van Torhoudt’s findings must be compared to those of Chédeville for Brittany 

itself. Van Torhoudt admits that early to mid-eleventh-century Lower Normandy 

provides little documentary evidence, drawn from a limited selection of 

sources.
106

 As shall be shown, this was precisely the period during which Lower 

Normandy was being drawn into ever closer contact with and, resultantly, under 

increasingly intensive control by the ducal dynasty in Rouen. Accurately gauging 

the extent of Breton anthroponym use in this crucial period is thus extremely 

difficult and, as will be illustrated shortly, the political realignment that took place 

during these years transformed regional patterns of anthroponym use. Comparison 

with the situation in Brittany also suggests that expectations of a vastly higher 

incidence of Breton anthroponym use in Lower Normandy than that recorded by 

van Torhoudt would be ill-founded. In the eleventh century, the border counties of 
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the Rennais and Nantais were themselves not centres of Breton anthroponym use. 

In the Nantais, the more susceptible of the two provinces to outside political and 

cultural influences, Breton names represented 35% of all firstnames – a sizeable, 

but not overwhelming figure. Even here, Breton anthroponym use declined 

rapidly, dropping below 10% of all recorded names by c. 1200.
107

 By that time, 

French names had achieved parity with Breton ones across the whole of Brittany, 

including the more Celtic west.
108

 If Breton anthroponymy was coming under 

Frankish cultural and political pressure in Brittany itself during the eleventh 

century, it should come as no surprise that it did so, probably both at an earlier 

date and more extensively, in Normandy’s western pagi, which, despite the 

catalogue of Breton influences outlined above, were ever on the periphery of this 

world. The continuing decline of Breton anthroponyms in late twelfth-century 

Lower Normandy was thus part of an evolutionary process, mirrored in Brittany 

itself during the same time-frame. 

While the limited representation of Breton anthroponyms in Lower 

Normandy was probably not as significant as it first appears, the claim that such 

names possessed little, if any, value as markers of an ethnic dimension to personal 

identity is harder to assess. Van Torhoudt’s discovery that Breton anthroponyms 

were most widely used by the lower ranks of the Lower Norman nobility, the 

vassals of greater families, such as the d’Aubignys and counts of Mortain, who 

had either never used Breton personal names themselves or had slowly abandoned 

them, is particularly important in this regard.
109

 While the prevalence of these 

anthroponyms among the lower ranks demonstrates the pervasiveness of Breton 

cultural influences, it simultaneously undermines their ethnic connotations – if 
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Breton personal names were commonly circulated in local society then their use 

by individuals may have seemed perfectly natural, rather than providing a marker 

of foreign ancestry or social contacts.
110

 An inhabitant of the Cotentin bearing a 

Breton firstname, for example, need not have thought of himself as Breton, nor 

been thought of as such by others. That these anthroponyms had a regional 

cultural significance divorced from their Breton origins is indicated by the uptake 

of local naming customs by migrants to the area from eastern and central 

Normandy. The Dastin family, originally from the valley of the river Dives in the 

Pays d’Auge, took up the name Johel after their installation on the banks of the 

Sélune in c. 1050. Similarly, the family of Rannulf the moneyer, whose sons bore 

the names Waleran and Conan, may also have come to the region from elsewhere 

in Normandy.
111

 On the other hand, the aforementioned adoption of Brito-type 

surnames by individuals with common personal names suggests that 

anthroponyms could still have had some ethnic significance. Van Torhoudt 

rationalises this fact by suggesting that a surname would have proven largely 

superfluous to a first-generation Breton immigrant, because the rarity of his name 

would have sufficed to distinguish his origins.
112

 This explanation, however, 

somewhat undermines his own argument about the absence of an ethnic 

dimension to personal names. While it seems reasonable to assume that some 

Lower Normans possessed Breton anthroponyms simply because they had 

become a standard feature of regional culture or family tradition, it seems equally 

reasonable to argue that others might have thought of themselves as in some sense 
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Breton and that neither they, nor others felt it necessary to label this fact through 

the adoption or attribution of ethnic-, toponymic- or patronymic-based sobriquets. 

Changing patterns of anthroponym use in the eleventh century also suggest 

that name choices had a wider social significance. The intensification of ducal 

influence from the early eleventh century onward saw a marked increase in the 

appearance of ancillary baptismal names in Lower Normandy. In these instances, 

the bearers of typically Scandinavian names replaced or added to their original 

name, often substituting a common Frankish anthroponym, such as ‘Odo’ 

Stigand
113

 or one derived from the Norman ducal dynasty, for example ‘Richard’ 

Thurstan Haldup, whose baptismal name is rarely recorded.
114

 Most famously, 

Richard I’s Lower Norman bride, Gunnor, favoured her Scandinavian name above 

her baptismal name of Albreda, though her sisters are known only by their 

(presumably baptismal) Frankish names.
115

 That Upper Norman influences might 

have similarly affected Breton anthroponym use in Lower Normandy is suggested 

by van Torhoudt’s discovery that Breton personal names were more popular 

among the lower levels of local society. Whether or not a Lower Norman 

aristocrat bearing a Breton name thought of himself as in some sense Breton, even 

van Torhoudt admits that members of wider Norman society, including the duke, 

might have found such names highly unusual and perhaps suggestive of other 
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origins and loyalties.
116

 As a result, the adoption of personal names more typical 

to the rest of Normandy by members of the Lower Norman aristocracy reflected 

not only changing social connections and cultural contacts, but also political 

expediency in the rapidly evolving world of the early eleventh century. The 

greatest local families, who formed the initial point of contact between the west 

and the rest of the duchy, would have been the first affected by such pressures. 

The example of the d’Aubigny family is particularly instructive. A relatively 

minor local dynasty who made extensive use of Breton anthroponyms, such as 

Rualoc, Rivallon and Oliver throughout the eleventh century, the family rose to 

prominence on both sides of the Channel under Henry I, with William II 

d’Aubigny even marrying Henry’s widow, Adeliza – an upsurge in fortune that 

saw a shift away from these earlier naming practices in the twelfth century, with 

only the Lower Norman Neil remaining popular for younger sons.
117

 While the 

naming fashions of the greater local families most probably began to alter during 

the poorly-evidenced early eleventh century, outside pressures were of less 

concern to the lower ranks of regional society – knights, vavasors and honorial 

barons. Their naming traditions thus shifted more slowly, as they gradually 

adopted the new monikers favoured by their social superiors. 

Other challenges to Breton influence on Lower Norman anthroponym use 

have focused on particular names. The popularity of Judicael and its variant forms 

in the Avranchin and southern Bessin, for instance, has been ascribed to the 

proximity of the lords of Mayenne, who used the name, rather than to direct 

Breton influence.
118

 Such examples, however, often only demonstrate the 
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complexity, rather than the absence of Breton cultural influences – the house of 

Mayenne grew up on the disputed edges of Normandy, Brittany and Maine and 

enjoyed dynastic links with several Breton families.
119

 Conversely, Chédeville’s 

list of common Breton anthroponyms is far from exhaustive and there are other 

names that though not of distinctly Breton origin may also indicate Breton cultural 

influence. J.H. Round long ago noted the regular appearance of the name Alfred 

in Breton sources from the mid-ninth century onwards. In post-Conquest England, 

Alfred Brito, a Devonian tenant-in-chief, specifically ties the name to a Breton 

context; while Round focused on Alfred of Lincoln, whose heir bore the more 

typically Breton name Alan and who may have been descended from a Johol of 

Lincoln, who died in 1051 – perhaps one of Edward the Confessor’s French 

favourites.
120

 The name Alfred is sparsely attested in eleventh-century Normandy, 

occasionally in a western context.
121

 Though the appearance of Alfred is too 

infrequent for generalisations to be drawn, specific instances present interesting 

possibilities. The most notable eleventh-century Norman ‘Alfred’ was the Lower 

Norman lord Alfred the Giant, who, according to Orderic, was father to one Joel – 
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almost certainly a variation on the Breton Judicael.
122

 Alfred’s own possession of 

a Scandinavian-style sobriquet, the similarities with the naming traditions of the 

aforementioned Lincolnshire Bretons and Alfred’s siring of at least two more 

children, who bore the typically Frankish names of William and Ascelina,
123

 

emphasises the diverse cultural and political elements at play in early eleventh-

century Lower Norman society. Another name that may owe its origins to Breton 

influence is Hamelin, possibly derived either directly from the Old Breton 

Helmelin or from a connection with the frontier settlement of that name in the 

southern Avranchin.
124

 It certainly appears among families from that area and the 

English estates of the counts of Mortain.
125

 

Other possible indicators of Breton influence in this field can be found by 

looking beyond ‘l’anthroponymie bretonne’ – with its linguistic implications – to 

the wider ‘anthroponymie propre à la Bretagne’. Certain French names may have 

owed their popularity in Lower Normandy to Breton influence. Both Eudo and 

Geoffrey, the former of which was among the top ten most popular names in 

Brittany in the first three decades of the twelfth century, had been introduced to 

Brittany by the comital dynasty of Rennes in the tenth century, through its 

marriages with the houses of Blois and Anjou.
126

 Both names were also popular in 

Lower Normandy and, while it is impossible to verify that this was always a result 

of Breton influence, in cases where these names were used by families that also 

employed identifiably Breton anthroponyms, such influence is not unlikely. 
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Amongst these latter might be counted one of the most eminent families of the 

Cotentin, that of Geoffrey de Montbray, bishop of Coutances, whom van 

Torhoudt suggests hailed from Soulles, a prebend of the cathedral church, whose 

own toponymically-denoted family favoured both the name Mauger (given as the 

name of Geoffrey’s brother by the twelfth-century Coutances chronicler) and the 

Breton Salomon.
127

 Even the choice of Latin spelling for the name Eudo may 

denote Breton influence – the form ‘Odo’ being more typical elsewhere in 

Normandy.
128

 Conversely, Orderic’s descriptions of ‘a certain Breton of Montfort 

called Fulk’ and Hugh d’Avranches’ household chaplains, Arnulf of Dol and his 

son, Odo, clearly demonstrate that Breton migration may have resulted in the 

reinforcement of standard anthroponymic practices, rather than the importation of 

unusual ones.
129

 The cases of Aubrey de Vere and Ralph d’Avranches exemplify 

the difficulty of identifying Breton origins from familial anthroponyms or 

soubriquets. Long thought to be a Lower Norman hailing from Ver in the southern 

Cotentin with links to Geoffrey of Coutances, Aubrey de Vere, an important 

tenant-in-chief in post-Conquest East Anglia, is now thought to have originated in 

the Nantais and been more closely associated with the Breton, rather than Norman 

ducal dynasty, although his wife hailed from Lower Normandy.
130

 In contrast, 

Ralph d’Avranches, bishop of Bayeux at the end of the tenth century and 
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possessed of an apparently Norman name, was ordained in Dol, suggesting a 

Breton origin.
131

 

While it is difficult to formulate any concrete conclusions on the precise 

connotations that such personal and surnames had in Lower Norman society, the 

region’s Breton heritage clearly continued to have some effect on into the 

eleventh century. Contemporary charters and chronicles also demonstrate the 

survival of social contacts stretching across the increasingly demarcated political 

frontier of the later tenth and eleventh centuries. They reveal a society that offered 

Bretons and Lower Normans multiple possibilities of advancement – a world of 

cross-border landholding, intermarriage, divided loyalties and foreign patronage. 

Of these, the migration of individuals represents the clearest example of 

continuingly close links and ease of movement between the two regions. We have 

already seen that there were plentiful opportunities for Breton families to move 

east and pursue careers in Normandy. Movement was not all one way. 

Scandinavian names appear in the Ille-et-Vilaine, e.g. the Ansketil identified as 

ancestor to the lords of Châteaugiron.
132

 These names may be hangovers from the 

Viking occupation of Brittany in the early tenth century, though they might more 

probably reflect later migration from Normandy, perhaps by families associated 

with Richard II’s sister, Hawise, who married Count Geoffrey I of Rennes at the 

turn of the eleventh century.
133

 

While many families traded Brittany for Normandy or vice versa, others 

became actively involved on both sides of the frontier simultaneously. During 
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William’s Breton war of 1064/5, the duke was able to exploit the Norman 

holdings of various Breton frontier lords to ensure their support for his campaign. 

William’s most powerful Breton supporter was Rivallon, lord of Combour and 

guardian of the temporalities of the archiepiscopal see of Dol. Despite the rest of 

his powerful family supporting William’s enemy, Conan II of Brittany, Rivallon 

was probably swayed by his possessions at Céaux in the disputed territory 

between the rivers Couesnon and Sélune, held of the Norman duke.
134

 Similarly, 

in the 1050s Main of Fougères, lord of an important fief on the three-way border 

between Brittany, Maine and Lower Normandy, recognised William’s ultimate 

overlordship of several estates held of the counts of Mortain in the Avranchin and 

Maine.
135

 The family’s possession of contiguous Breton and Norman estates 

perhaps accounts for the curious jurisdictional status of the abbey founded at 

Savigny in 1112 by Ralph of Fougères. The brainchild of Vitalis, former chaplain 

to the counts of Mortain, Savigny was built in Normandy on land held from the 

counts of Mortain, but the abbey regularly turned to the seigneurial court of 

Fougères, rather than that of their overlords in Mortain, in cases involving the 

Fougères fief in Normandy.
136

 The Fougères family’s continued possession of 

these estates and acquisition of English property after the Conquest suggests that 

they too sided with William in 1064.
137

 The development of such cross-border 

lordships continued after the Conquest. The lords of Vitré gained considerable 

estates in both England and Normandy, which they retained into the twelfth 
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century, as a result of a marriage alliance with the counts of Mortain at the close 

of the eleventh century.
138

  

The preceding examples might give the impression that social contacts 

across the eleventh-century frontier were limited to the immediate vicinity of the 

border itself, namely the southern Avranchin. As with the higher incidence of 

Breton anthroponym use in this same area, however, this did not preclude 

important, if less frequent contacts elsewhere in Lower Normandy. Great frontier 

honours, such as the county of Mortain, and the far-flung estates of major 

monastic houses from the border region, such as Marmoutier in Tours or Mont 

Saint-Michel more locally, often stretched into the Cotentin and Bessin, 

facilitating the wider geographical circulation of Bretons who had found service 

with these lords and institutions.
139

 Van Torhoudt’s analysis of the vicecomital 

dynasty of Saint-Sauveur emphasises the significance of such contacts. 

Dismissing Searle’s depiction of the Nigellides as an ancient dynasty dating back 

to the start of Scandinavian settlement in the west,
140

 van Torhoudt instead 

identified Neil’s first appearance in the Cotentin with the death of Richard II’s 

wife, Judith, sister of Geoffrey I of Rennes, when Richard transferred some of his 

wife’s former dower properties to Marmoutier.
141

 Judith’s dowry had also 

included the vicaria Helgenes, with which the Nigellides were later associated.
142

 

Holding Colombe in the southern Cotentin from Mont Saint-Michel, Neil may 

have enjoyed a close relationship with the counts of Rennes, who, at the turn of 
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the eleventh century, were the abbey’s most prominent patrons.
143

 Though the 

vicecomital dynasty was not afraid to take arms against their Breton friends, as 

Neil I did during Alan III’s attacks on the Avranchin in c. 1030, these connections 

remained.
144

 Neil I appeared alongside Eudo, brother of Alan III, governing 

Lower Normandy following Duke Robert I’s death in 1035.
145

 Neil’s son, Neil II 

the Younger fled to Brittany in exile and Wace depicts either him or his son, 

another Neil fighting alongside the Breton Ralph de Gaël at Hastings.
146

 Links to 

Rennes might also be discernible in the adoption of Eudo – again with the Breton 

spelling favoured – as a familial name.
147

  

Marriage alliances and the tenurial transfers that accompanied them were 

particularly important in spreading social contacts beyond the Avranchin. William 

d’Aubigny Brito, who found favour with Henry I at the turn of the twelfth 

century, was the product of a union between Main of Saint-Aubin-d’Aubigné in 

the Ille-et-Vilaine and Adelaide de Bohon, daughter of Humphrey de Bohon, 

whose honour lay in the northern Cotentin.
148

 Further east in the Hiémois, Rualon 

the Breton probably inherited his tenancy of the abbey of Saint-Évroult through 

his marriage into the Vitot family.
149

 Incoming families particularly relied upon 

marriage alliances to secure their position not only in Lower Normandy, but also 

beyond the duchy’s western frontier. Both of the comital dynasties of Mortain, 

inserted into the Avranchin by ducal intervention in the eleventh century, married 

into local families. Robert d’Avranches, an early Norman patron/despoiler of 
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Mont Saint-Michel under Richard II and probable illegitimate son or son-in-law 

of Richard I, may have married a descendant of the comital dynasty of Maine; 

while his children may have been connected to the Nigellide vicomtes of the 

Cotentin.
150

 The daughters of Robert of Conteville, installed in Mortain by the 

Conqueror in the 1060s, extended the county’s influence southwards through 

marriages into the nearby Breton and Manceaux houses of Vitré and Laval.
151

 

Lower Norman ecclesiastical life was equally representative of local 

society’s cross-border interests. We have seen through grants by families 

associated with the county of Mortain to the houses of Redon, Saint-Magloire and 

Saint-Georges that cross-border patronage in the immediate environs of the 

frontier was particularly prevalent.
152

 Similarly, the great frontier houses of Mont 

Saint-Michel and, from the early twelfth century, Savigny commanded networks 

of aristocratic patronage that stretched across the borderland of Brittany, 

Normandy and Maine and even beyond.
153

 Such connections fostered an 

integrated society in the immediate frontier zone, evidenced by Mont Saint-

Michel’s selection of the Breton Rivallon of Dol as custodian and defender of its 

rights in Pontorson, on the Norman side of the border.
154

 Links, however, were 

not solely limited to this area. Orderic’s narrative included a detailed account, 

drawn from several sources, of the life and miracles of the Breton saint Judoc, 

whose cult was growing during the early twelfth century and whose body – the 
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monks of Saint-Évroult claimed – was preserved in their church at Parnes, on the 

border of the French and Norman Vexin.
155

 An awareness of older Breton 

foundations might also account for Herluin of Conteville’s establishment of a 

monastery at Grestain, close to Samson’s house of Pental and perhaps on the site 

of another Breton house, Pennante.
156

 While ecclesiastical donations were more 

common close to the border, Breton ecclesiastical personnel found employ 

throughout Normandy. The aforementioned careers of Hoël and Geoffrey Brito 

demonstrate the opportunities available for Breton ecclesiastics in the duchy and 

the occasional references to Breton anthroponyms among the monks, canons and 

ecclesiastical tenants of Lower Normandy suggests that less prominent Bretons 

were equally able to make their way in the Norman church.
157

 

Social connections spanning political frontiers were not always beneficial. 

The threat of war and the desire to escape its dangers and responsibilities are 

evident in a number of Montois charters. Several Breton seigneurial families 

donated property to the abbey in return for aid or asylum during wartime.
158

 

Loyalties were far from clear given the confused framework of tenurial and 

familial connections common to frontier districts. Main of Fougères almost 

simultaneously recognised the overlordship of William and Conan for his 

disparate estates in the 1050s, which must have placed him in a difficult position 

during the Norman-Breton conflict of 1064.
159

 Rivallon of Dol and those other 

Bretons who supported William’s invasion of Brittany in 1064 certainly 

engendered considerable odium among their countrymen in what was, for a duchy 
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embroiled in an ongoing civil war, a surprisingly concerted Breton counter-

reaction – a response to Norman aggression only derailed by Conan’s untimely 

death in 1066.
160

 William’s success in gaining support from the Breton frontier 

lords of the Ille-et-Vilaine in both 1064 and after the Conquest was due in no 

small part to the strength of these cross-border social and tenurial connections. 

Neighbouring regions regularly became places of refuge in the aftermath of failed 

revolts or successful coups against established authority. Hugh Brito, discussed 

above, came to Lower Normandy alongside the exiled Archbishop Juhel of Dol.
161

 

When the young Henry I, then count of the Cotentin, fled to Brittany in the 1090s, 

he became the most recent in a line of Norman lords to find shelter there.
162

 Some, 

like vicomte Neil II de Saint-Sauveur, were western lords with pre-existing Breton 

connections.
163

 Others, like the Drengot family, later conquerors of Italy, who fled 

to Brittany in c. 1030 after murdering one of Duke Robert’s favourites, are more 

difficult to place.
164

 Though the Drengots have usually been traced to Upper 

Normandy, some sources place them in the Alençonnais, a region where Breton 

connections were less unusual.
165

 Whether the Drengots’ flight west resulted from 

short-term expediency or long-term association, they would have found a willing 

protector in Alan III, himself at war with Robert around this time. 
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161
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162
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163
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ed. A. Le Prévost (Paris, 5 vols., 1838-55), ii, p. 55 n. 1. 
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1.4) Conclusion 

Though joyfully reported by contemporaries, with hindsight the failure of the 

Norse assault upon Saint-Lô does not seem so surprising. Ninth-century Lower 

Normandy was a very different world from that existing contemporaneously along 

the Seine valley. For the Robertian and Carolingian claimants of the Frankish 

throne, Lower Normandy was a distant, lost land – the promise of which might 

temporarily distract Norse rulers otherwise intent upon dabbling in the disputed 

royal affairs of their rapidly fragmenting kingdom. In reality, the western pagi 

posed a greater challenge to Norse raiders accustomed to the civil disorder of the 

Île-de-France and its surrounding districts, actively protected, as they were, by 

Brittany’s rulers. Like the Norse, Brittany’s ninth-century rulers exploited 

divisions within the late Carolingian state for their own ends. The occupation of 

the late ninth century thus represented the zenith of Breton influence in Lower 

Normandy. 

Despite the subsequent collapse of Breton power in the early tenth century, 

these years cast a long shadow throughout the tenth and eleventh centuries. The 

Bretons left a discernible mark on various aspects of Lower Norman life – 

ecclesiastical customs and venerations, place- and personal names. While it is 

unsurprising that cross-border links survived longest and are recorded most 

extensively in the southern Avranchin – the immediate vicinity of the eventual 

political frontier – it is notable that even by the late eleventh century links were 

not confined to this area, but spread throughout Lower Normandy. How far the 

region’s inhabitants recognised this Breton heritage is difficult to determine, but 

the evidence available is surely broad enough in character and chronological 

scope to support the argument that some did – through familial traditions, naming 
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customs, political allegiances and ecclesiastical patronage. If the foreign 

connotations of such influences were lost upon Lower Normandy’s own 

inhabitants, they certainly appeared unusual and perhaps threatening to the ducal 

dynasty and associated aristocracy of Upper Normandy. With time, these unusual 

aspects became less prevalent. Though Upper Norman ecclesiastical institutions 

and settlers adopted some Lower Norman practices, including saint’s cults and 

naming customs, for the most part it was Lower Norman society which altered to 

mirror those of its eastern neighbour.  As we shall see, such change resulted 

largely from the increasing political dominance of the ducal dynasty of Rouen. 

What cannot be denied, however, is that the changing face of eleventh-century 

Lower Norman society was in part a face that changed in reaction to the survival 

of earlier Breton influences. 
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Chapter 2) Les Premières Normandies: Normans East & West to c. 960 

2.1) Introduction: Death on the Somme 

On Saturday 17 December 942 William Longsword, duke of Normandy, was 

lured to an island in the river Somme near Picquigny and assassinated on the 

orders of Arnulf, count of Flanders, one of his local political rivals.
1
 According to 

Dudo, William’s flock sang out with a single voice in reply to this treachery. 

‘Normans and Bretons’ present on the river bank ‘were eager for revenge’ and 

bore William’s body away ‘with much wailing’.
2
 At the duke’s funeral in Rouen, 

attended by his young son, Richard, Dudo evoked a similar scene of unity: 

‘Berenger and Alan and the rest of the Bretons, and the chiefs of the Normans as 

well, caught sight of him [Richard] and declared with much outcry: – We have 

lost a lord, alas! Let us now with one mind make a lord’.
3
 

 

In the years that followed, the men of Coutances and Bayeux, led, on behalf of the 

young duke, by ‘king Harold of Dacia’, in turn murdered Herluin II of Montreuil 

at a meeting with Louis IV d’Outremer on the Dives, damning him by association 

with Arnulf’s act for giving poor advice to the French king following William’s 

assassination.
4
 

 Dudo’s account of Longsword’s death restates many key themes from his 

wider work. By 942, there already existed a duke of Normandy, recognised as a 

major player in regional politics, whose son should naturally succeed to his duchy 

and whose authority, centred upon Rouen, reached out westwards to embrace not 

only the districts of Coutances and Bayeux, but Brittany as well. As we have seen, 

                                                 
1
 De moribus, pp. 205-209; Flodoard, s.a. 943; J. Lair, Étude sur la vie et la mort de Guillaume 
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 De moribus, pp. 240-42, 244 – Daciae rege Haigroldo, at p. 241; History, trans. Christiansen, p. 

214 n. 360. Flodoard, s.a. 945 omits all mention of Herluin’s murder. 
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Dudo’s account was shaped by the political circumstances of his own time.
5
 

Behind these, however, lay a very different reality. During the mid-tenth century 

itself, as the near-contemporary poem, the Lament on the Death of William 

Longsword reveals, Norman patriotic pretensions were far more parochial. 

Written between 943 and 963, either in Jumièges or the south of France under the 

patronage of Longsword’s sister, Gerloc/Adela, duchess of Aquitaine and Poitou, 

the Lament is the earliest surviving text written from a Norman perspective.
6
 

Therein, both Longsword and his son Richard are referred to simply as ‘count of 

Rouen’ and the territory and peoples under their command left obscure.
7
 

Contemporary Frankish chroniclers reveal what Dudo and the author of the 

Lament only hint at, namely that Longsword’s assassination was followed not by 

political unity, but factional fragmentation – a sequence of calamitous events 

which almost spelt the end for independent Norse rule in Rouen. Flodoard’s 

account even calls into question the place of Rouen’s first Norse rulers during 

these early years, casting them as much in a subordinate as a starring role in the 

initial stages of Scandinavian settlement. 

This should come as no surprise. The preceding chapter demonstrated the 

lack of political and cultural homogeneity in the land that would become 

Normandy during the late Carolingian period. The settlers themselves were no 

less divided.
8
 Migrants flocked to Normandy from across the Scandinavian world 

over the course of the late ninth and early tenth centuries. In the Pays de Caux, 

Anglo-Saxon toponymic elements suggest that Normandy’s eastern settlers had 

                                                 
5
 Above, pp. 1-2. 

6
 Normans in Europe, ed. and trans. van Houts, p. 41; E.M.C. van Houts, ‘The Planctus on the 

Death of William Longsword (943) as a Source for Tenth-Century Culture in Normandy and 

Aquitaine’, ANS 36 (2013), pp. 1-22. 
7
 Lair, La vie et la mort, pp. 62, 65, 68 – comes rothomensis. Helmerichs, ‘Rollonid Designators’, 
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8
 Above, p. 8, for some initial remarks on this subject. 



 - 66 - 

crossed from England, perhaps descendants of the Danes who made peace with 

King Alfred a generation earlier;
9
 while Rollo perhaps came from Norway and 

enjoyed close links with the Norwegian rulers of the Orkneys.
10

 Dudo, followed 

by later Norman chroniclers, identified the Danes as the largest settler contigent.
11

 

In the west, however, the frequency of Celtic toponyms found in the northern 

Cotentin points strongly towards a Hiberno-Norse, perhaps specifically Hebridean 

origin for the majority of the region’s settlers, a pattern paralleled by 

contemporary Norse migration from Ireland and the Western Isles to northern 

England.
12

 The importance of this Irish element is confirmed by the 

hagiographical and dedicatory evidence already touched upon.
13

 Irish influence is 

also evident among anthroponym and toponym elements common in the west, 

most notably the name Neil (inaccurately Latinised as Nigel), from the Norse 

Njáll, itself derived from the Gaelic Niall.
14

 The diverse origins of Normandy’s 

settlers must have hampered any move towards political cohesion. Each group 

‘would have had scant reason to consider the Vikings of Rouen as their overlords’ 

and, as they did not arrive simultaneously, it is probable that ‘each new wave 

would have to be subordinated from scratch’ by any prospective line of rulers.
15
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To borrow from Bauduin, the period up until Richard I reached maturity in 

c. 960 is best seen as one of multiple prèmieres Normandies, in which various 

Norse leaders and communities fought for dominance both within and beyond the 

geographical confines of the later duchy. The Scandinavian settlements of Lower 

Normandy are crucial in this regard. While this chapter will demonstrate that 

close connections between the Norse of Upper and Lower Normandy existed from 

the first stages of raiding and settlement, such connections will be shown to 

provide no evidence for Rouen’s early political dominance or even prominence in 

this most distant section of the later duchy. Instead, ducal authority and even 

influence remained at only a nascent level by the end of the tenth century, with 

important consequences for the dukes who followed Richard I. 

2.2) The First Settlements 

The origins of Norse settlement in Lower Normandy are obscure in the extreme. 

Tentative deductions must be drawn from sources that, while diverse in form, are 

limited in quantity. Written from the perspective of the ducal dynasty in Rouen, 

later Norman histories have no particular interest in the origins of western 

settlements. Flodoard, whose Annals notably open with a grisly rendition of the 

Viking assault on Brittany in 919, at least records a succession of Norse raids 

along the northern French coastline and the various peace treaties and political 

agreements that often followed them, but he provides no direct evidence for the 

transition from marauders to settlers. While anthroponyms, toponyms and even 

patterns of ecclesiastical veneration suggest much about the overseas origins of 

settler communities, the preceding discussion of Breton influences in Lower 

Normandy has shown that such evidence is open to interpretation. Archaeology 

provides some insight into the earliest stages of settlement. In the northern 
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Cotentin, the two-mile long Hague Dike was a pre-Christian defensive rampart, 

utilised by the Norse newcomers to protect a landing-stage on the narrow 

peninsula leading to the Cap de la Hogue. The area also boasts a number of 

Viking burial sites.
16

 Both the Hague Dike and the burials, however, illustrate the 

limitations of the existing archaeological evidence – their identification with 

Norse settlement being by no means conclusive.
17

 For the most part, however, 

there is a dearth of archaeological evidence compared with other areas of 

Scandinavian settlement, most notably in England, though, as Lesley Abrams 

notes, this might partly be explained by differing practices and less extensive 

excavation in France.
18

 Despite the historical gloom that shrouds late ninth- and 

early tenth-century Lower Normandy, some cautious conclusions can be reached 

on a number of issues, including when settlement began, the intensity of 

colonisation and, perhaps most interestingly, the way in which the region’s 

inhabitants came both to view themselves and be viewed by their cousins on the 

Seine. 

Fixing the exact date at which the Norse began settling the west is 

impossible. Norse raids on north-western France certainly preceded Charles the 

Bald’s grant of the Cotentin to Salomon in 867. Salomon guaranteed to support 

Charles against his enemies, including Viking raiders on the Loire.
19

 There is, 

however, no direct evidence of attacks upon the Cotentin until the Saint-Lô raid of 
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889. Breton success there would suggest that further Norse raiding and settlement 

in the region only followed later, probably after Alan the Great’s death in c. 907. 

In 906, Charles the Simple made provision for the transfer of St. Marcouf’s 

remains from their monastery on the vulnerable Cotentin coast to Corbény, near 

Rheims ‘on account of the excessive and prolonged attacks of the pagans’, there 

to be joined by the community’s monks and, perhaps, a refugee bishop of 

Coutances.
20

 By 919, as we have seen, Brittany had fallen to the Loire Norse. This 

state of affairs was recognised by both Robert of Neustria and his son, Hugh the 

Great, who successively waged war against these Norsemen in 921 and 927. Both 

campaigns ended with hostage exchanges and Frankish magnates conceding 

control of Brittany and the Nantais.
21

 Given their recent history of Breton rule, it 

is possible these grants included Frankish recognition of Norse control in the 

Avranchin and Cotentin.
22

 Further east, Norsemen had been operating on the 

Seine, where they posed an immediate threat to the centres of Carolingian royal 

authority upriver, since the 840s.
23

 From the beginning of the tenth century until 

the collapse of their power in Brittany in c. 931, however, it is the Loire Norse 

who appear to have been the most powerful and successful faction in France. As 

we shall see, it is with the Norse chieftain Ragnvald, not Rollo that Flodoard 

concerns himself most during these years.
24

 The early Cotentinois Vikings were, 

then, as likely associated with the Loire Vikings as with their later masters on the 

Seine, if, indeed, they felt the need to act in concert with anyone. The decade that 
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saw Rollo legitimise his growing settlement on the Seine in the eyes of the 

crumbling Carolingian court at Paris thus probably also saw Norse settlers in 

Lower Normandy secure a position in what had become a no-man’s land both 

beyond the effective reach of Carolingian or Breton authority and between the 

orbits of their more prominent brethren on the Seine and the Loire. 

Given the limitations of archaeological evidence, linguistic influences 

provide a useful measure of the intensity of Scandinavian settlement. As Abrams 

remarks, Normandy’s ‘place-names match northern England’s in density and 

‘Norseness’, and Scandinavian personal names were in some cases retained for 

generations’.
25

 Outside of the littoral regions of Upper Normandy, the Cotentin 

coast, curving round from Cherbourg in the north to Granville on the western 

seaboard presents the greatest concentration of Scandinavian placenames in the 

duchy.
26

 The variety of forms identifiable and eleventh-century witnesses to their 

existence are suggestive both of intensive settlement throughout Normandy and 

the coining of new placenames at a comparatively early date.
27

 The scale of Norse 

influence on toponyms in the Cotentin is hinted at in a request for help made to 

the Conqueror’s wife, Matilda, in c. 1055 by the abbey of Saint-Florent, Saumur. 

Eager to regain lost estates, a charter notes that these properties had not ceased to 

exist, ‘but rather they have lost their names’.
28

 The appearance of thorp- and 

delle-type toponyms is suggestive of the widespread redistribution of property 

during the settlement period.
29

 Uniquely in Normandy, however, there are signs of 
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considerable administrative disruption in the northern Cotentin. Substantial 

alterations in the pre-existing Carolingian pagus structure appear to have taken 

place and the resultant units bore Scandinavian names. These changes have 

commonly been associated with the intensity of early settlement and the region’s 

distance from ducal authority in Rouen.
30

 The appearance of the place-name Le 

Tingland in the peninsula, probably derived from the Old Norse thing, ‘assembly’, 

might suggest that alternative governmental structures arose in this part of 

Normandy.
31

 Spoken Norse also had an influence on the Romance vernacular. 

While only c. 145 borrowed Norse words can be identified in Normandy,
32

 these 

typically related to maritime and commercial activities – areas of significant 

Scandinavian interest,
33

 especially in the early stages of establishing a Norse 

presence in the region and penetrating the interior.
34

 Lower Normandy has often 

been seen as a bastion of spoken Norse, after Dudo’s suggestion that William 

Longsword sent his infant son, Richard, to Bayeux to learn Norse there, because 

the language was no longer widely spoken in Rouen.
35

 Lower Normandy was, 

perhaps, more in touch with the older saga traditions of the first settlers,
36

 but 

Dudo’s remark was probably just part of his wider efforts to rehabilitate his ducal 

                                                 
30

 Recueil, no. 58; L. Musset, ‘Aperçus sur la colonisation scandinave dans le nord du Cotentin’, in 

Annuaire des cinq départements de la Normandie (1954), p. 36; Yver, ‘Les premières institutions’, 

pp. 310-11; Fellow-Jensen, ‘Scandinavian place-names’, p. 119. R.R. Davies, The Age of 

Conquest: Wales 1063-1415 (Oxford, 1991), pp. 20-24, for a later example from the Welsh March 

of intensive colonisation altering administrative structures. 
31

 J. Renaud and E. Ridel, ‘Le tingland: l’emplacement d’un þing en Normandie?’, Nouvelle revue 

d’onomastique 35-6 (2000), pp. 303-306. 
32

 E. Ridel, Les Vikings et les mots:  l'apport de l'ancien scandinave à la langue française (Paris, 

2009), pp. 107-14; idem, ‘The Linguistic Heritage of the Scandinavians in Normandy’, in 

Scandinavia and Europe, 800-1350: Contact, Conflict and Co-existence, ed. J. Adams and K. 

Holman (Turnhout, 2004), pp. 150-51, for disagreements over the total number of Scandinavian 

loan-words. 
33

 Ridel, Les Vikings et les mots, pp. 65-92, 112-4; idem, ‘Linguistic Heritage’, pp. 154-5; Abrams, 

‘Early Normandy’, p. 53. 
34

 Searle, Predatory Kinship, p. 71, for the role of Normandy’s coastline and rivers.  
35

 De moribus, pp. 221-2. 
36

 F. Amory, ‘The Dönsk tunga in Early Medieval Normandy: A Note’, in American Indian and 

Indoeuropean Studies: Papers in Honor of Madison S. Beeler, ed. K. Klar, M. Langdon, and S. 

Silver (The Hague, 1980), pp. 282-4.  



 - 72 - 

patrons in the eyes of his Frankish readers by making them appear more civilised 

than many of their Norse neighbours.
37

 Despite such limitations, it seems safe to 

conclude that Lower Normandy, especially the Cotentin was settled at least as 

intensively as those regions (the Pays de Caux and Seine valley) that would go on 

to form the core of the later Norman duchy. 

In the absence of home-grown Lower Norman literature from the tenth and 

eleventh centuries, the writings of later ecclesiastics, such as Dudo, provide the 

only insight into how the inhabitants of the region were perceived and portrayed 

throughout the rest of Normandy and the wider world. Given Dudo’s eagerness to 

distance the ducal dynasty from their Scandinavian heritage, however, sorting fact 

from fiction is no easy task. Dudo’s near-contemporary, Richer of Rheims, 

continued to denounce the Normans and the ruler of Rouen as ‘pirates’ in the late 

tenth century.
38

 In contrast, Dudo compared Rollo favourably with the marauder 

Hasting, has Norman rebels accuse Longsword of being too close to the Franks, 

and, by Richard I’s reign, represents Scandinavians as an ever-diminishing group 

of external allies and visitors with whom the duke co-operated only 

occasionally.
39

 Dudo specifically used Lower Normandy in this programme, 

contrasting the ducal dynasty with the region’s ‘unreconstructed vikingism’.
40

 

This was the region where spoken Norse survived, whose strong and able warriors 

took bloodthirsty revenge in kind for the assassination of William Longsword and 

fell upon their enemies ‘as wolves attack lambs’ – a land populated by a people 
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who even Dudo felt able to describe, albeit obliquely, as pagan pirates.
41

 Like 

William of Poitiers’ later description of the Bretons,
42

 Dudo’s account of Lower 

Normandy and its inhabitants doubtless drew on classical models.
43

 He regularly 

employed these in his quest to produce a literary monument for Richard I, who 

had commissioned Dudo’s work, ‘that was universally acceptable to the pro-

active, to the intellectuals and to the religious’.
44

 Regardless of the precise nature 

of his audience,
45

 Dudo was thus ‘portraying [the Normans] in the way that they 

saw themselves, or were willing to be seen’.
46

 In so doing, Dudo reveals that at 

the turn of the eleventh century the duke and his attendant nobles, drawn almost 

exclusively from Upper Normandy, were still willing to look askance at their 

western neighbours. Other authors mirrored this critical assessment. For the 

twelfth-century author of the De statu huius [Constantiensis] Ecclesie, a short 

tract detailing the history of the diocese of Coutances from 836 to the death of 

Bishop Geoffrey de Montbray in 1093, saintly relics were to be saved from a land 

described as ‘devoid of Christians’ and ‘crushed by pagan thieves and the 

pollution of idolatry’.
47

 The eleventh-century hagiographer of St. Wulfran praised 

the ducal dynasty for removing such threats. Compared to other Norse leaders, 

Rollo was ‘militarily more powerful…more even-handed, and more prudent in 

council’ – a stark contrast to the endless onslaught of earlier leaders, which had 
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seen ‘the length of the coast of the English Channel…reduced to a desert’.
48

 

While such accusations did not necessarily reflect reality, their continuing 

appearance proves that they represented an important element in wider Norman 

perceptions of Lower Normandy and its inhabitants. 

If eleventh-century writers chose to depict the west as a primitive and 

unruly part of the duchy, this overview has shown that the first Scandinavian 

settlements in the Cotentin were, by various measures, every bit as established and 

successful as those in the east. Settled contemporaneously with and independently 

of Rollo’s community on the Seine, we must now consider how far the 

relationship between this region and Rouen’s earliest rulers laid the foundations 

for the later political unification of Normandy. 

2.3) Taken for granted?: The Counts of Rouen and Lower Normandy, c. 911- c. 

960 

 

The traditional narrative of early Norman history, as we have seen, is based 

almost entirely upon Flodoard’s account of military and diplomatic activity in 

northern Francia from 919 to 966. Flodoard had no love for Francia’s pagan 

neighbours.
49

 When it came to the Normans, he provides a surprisingly brief 

(given his love of political machinations) description of Longsword’s 

assassination – his account showing Frankish ‘dismissal, disinterest and, above all 

else, superiority at work’.
50

 Most importantly, writing without the hindsight of 

eleventh-century authors, Flodoard, as we shall see, ‘gives no indication that 

Rollo and his successors were superior to or more legitimate’ than any other 
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Norse group operating in mid-tenth-century France.
51

 Further analysis of 

Flodoard’s annals and a concerted attempt to peer behind the curtain of Dudo’s 

later depiction of early Normandy combine to undermine the image of a relatively 

simple westward advance in ducal power under Rollo and William Longsword 

that a straightforward reading of the procession of campaigns and grants they 

record might at first seem to reveal. 

 In Rollo’s case, having received official recognition of his position in the 

Seine valley from Charles the Simple in 911, there is little evidence that he took 

any real interest in events further west. Dudo is the only source for Rollo’s 

supposed amphibious assault on Bayeux, during which he carried off his bride, 

Poppa.
52

 Rollo’s unorthodox union with Poppa might demonstrate his desire, even 

prior to 911, to secure his political position by forging links with local families 

and establish his rule west of the Seine. There is, however, little to support Dudo’s 

account.
53

 While the tenth-century Lament notes that William Longsword’s 

mother was Christian, it also states that he was born overseas.
54

 Dudo’s veracity is 

further undermined by the fact that his subsequent story of Rollo’s marriage to 

Charles the Simple’s daughter, Gizla, is pure fantasy.
55

 Whatever connections 

Rollo may or may not have enjoyed with the Frankish aristocracy, the manner in 

which contemporary authors and charters refer to both him and other Norse 

leaders suggests that any recognition of their position was viewed as little more 

than an unfortunate necessity. Dudo has the title dux conferred upon Rollo by the 
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Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte.
56

 In reality, the usage and attribution of titles by 

and to Rollo and his successors was far more complex.
57

 Frankish chroniclers had 

been using the phrase dux Normannorum to describe a string of Viking war-

leaders since the 840s.
58

 These duces, however, were rarely associated with the 

control of former Frankish territories – a notable exception being Flodoard’s use 

of the term to describe Felecan, a leader of the Loire Norse in Brittany, in 931.
59

 

Flodoard never afforded the title dux to Rollo or Longsword, instead addressing 

them simply as princeps Nordmannorum – a title used to describe other Norse 

leaders in France.
60

 Flodoard used princeps as a generic title to describe various 

Frankish nobles, always in addition to their specific status, but applied it most 

commonly to the Norse and Hugh the Great, perhaps, as Robert Helmerichs 

suggests, because he found their respective roles in Frankish politics difficult to 

define using more common terminology.
61

 Nor did Charles the Simple’s charter of 

918, which mentioned Rollo’s settlement on the Seine, refer to him by any official 

title.
62

 Flodoard’s failure to afford the tenth-century Norse settlers proper titles 

illustrates his society’s continuing opinion of them as unwanted, rather than 

instantly integrated outsiders. By the 960s, several Frankish titles were being used 

to describe Richard I, but a disapproving tone is still sometimes detectable.
63

 As 

we have seen, Richer of Rheims, writing in the 990s, may have recognised 
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Richard I and his father as duces, but he sounded a derogatory note by calling 

them piratarum dux or piratarum principi – ‘leader of the pirates’.
64

 The adoption 

and wider recognition of official titles drawn from the Carolingian system is best 

seen not as the work of Normandy’s earliest rulers, but rather of their 

successors.
65

 

 Comparison of contemporary references to Rollo and other Norse leaders 

also suggests that the Seine Norse were seen as no more significant than any of 

their fellows. While Rollo may have been active in northern France before c. 911, 

no reference is made to him in contemporary chronicles, unlike other leaders, such 

as Hæsten.
66

 Even after Rollo appeared on the scene, Flodoard often focused on 

Ragnvald, the leader of the Loire Norse – at the peak of their powers after the 

conquest of Brittany in 919 – in his account of the 910s and 920s. Whatever the 

terms of the alliance concluded between Rollo and Charles the Simple at Saint-

Clair-sur-Epte, Norse efforts to support the king’s army in 923 failed before 

Ragnvald’s arrival from the Loire. Flodoard’s language makes clear that, though 

they marched separately, the Seine Norse were subordinate to Ragnvald. Rollo is 

not even named.
67

 At the close of 923, the Seine Norse, with Rollo again passing 

unnamed, did make independent arrangements with Charles’ Robertian 

opponents, demanding further lands ‘beyond the Seine’ and ultimately accepting 
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the Bessin and Maine from Ralph of Burgundy in 924.
68

 The treaty, however, 

brought little respite for the Robertians. Ragnvald remained hostile and spent 924 

laying waste ‘to the lands of Hugh [the Great], between the Loire and the Seine’.
69

 

There is no evidence that Rollo, now invested with his own interests in this 

region, opposed the Loire leader.
70

 Ralph’s grant was presumably designed to 

split the Seine Norse away from Charles and Ragnvald, whom Hugh continued to 

form alliances against. The plan failed. Having shown no interest in their newly-

acquired possessions, the Seine Norse instead attacked the land around Beauvais 

and Amiens in 925, leaving their own territories to be ravaged by the men of the 

Bessin, now supposedly under their rule. No effort was made to prevent 

Ragnvald’s return to the Seine valley, where he made a desperate stand against 

Ralph’s army.
71

 After 925, Rollo repeatedly launched campaigns east – his 

interest in further expansion there evidenced by the alliance he concluded with 

Hugh, which explicitly excluded the lands of the counts of Flanders, Boulogne-

Thérouanne, Ponthieu and Amiens-Vexin-Valois, which all lay east and north-east 

of Rouen.
72

 While one might imagine that the Norsemen hoped to make their 

vague treaties with the Franks mean as much as possible in practice, Rollo’s 

decision to ignore the treaty of 924 demonstrates quite the reverse. In this context, 

the inclusion of Maine in this treaty (which has troubled many modern 

historians)
73

 makes perfect sense – had the grant succeeded in directing Rollo as 

far westward as possible it would have not only undermined Carolingian support, 
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but also potentially prompted a clash between the Seine and Loire Norse in 

western Francia.
74

 There is, then, little to suggest that Rollo took an interest in the 

land that would become Lower Normandy during these years and if the Norse 

groups operating independently in the region owed allegiance to any outside 

figure, Ragnvald would have been as viable a candidate as Rollo – if not more so, 

given his greater presence in the political arena. 

 In the case of Rollo’s son and successor, William Longsword, a more solid 

argument for involvement in Lower Normandy can be made, once Dudo’s 

fabrications are cast aside. Having included Brittany in the terms of Saint-Clair-

sur-Epte, Dudo has Longsword wage an extensive campaign from Bayeux 

through to Brittany against the Breton counts Alan and Berengar, who cast off 

their allegiance on Rollo’s death – ending in their submission and Alan’s exile to 

England.
75

 Dudo’s account is yet another flagrant anachronism, conflating 

William with both the Breton revolt against Norse rule in 931 and the successful 

Norse invasion of Brittany in c. 919, which drove so many, including Alan’s 

father, into exile.
76

 Judicael Berengar, count of Rennes, did remain in Brittany, as 

Dudo notes, but most probably in association with the Loire Norse, not those of 

the Seine.
77

 Dudo’s claims that William was involved in the recall of both Louis 

IV d’Outremer and Count Alan II Barbetorte – the latter of whom he had 
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ostensibly just banished – from exile at Athelstan’s court in 936 are similarly 

false.
78

 Flodoard attributes Louis’ homecoming to Robert of Neustria’s son, Hugh 

the Great; he mentions no-one asking Alan to return to Brittany.
79

 Alan’s return 

was a blow to the Loire Norse. Unlike his father, Longsword actively sought to 

diminish the threat posed by the latter to Rouen’s authority, arranging a marriage 

alliance with Duke William II of Aquitaine.
80

 

While the specifics of Dudo’s account are wildly inaccurate, there is other 

evidence for William taking an interest in the lands west of the Seine. In 933, in a 

bid to keep Longsword occupied during his own campaign against the count of 

Vermandois, Ralph of Burgundy granted the Normans ‘the land of the 

Bretons…located along the sea coast’, widely identified with the Cotentin and 

Avranchin.
81

 The collapse of Loire Norse rule in Brittany during the 930s 

certainly presented William with a unique opportunity. Rouen’s ruler now became 

the leading figure among the surviving Scandinavian communities and pirate 

groups in Francia. For the first time, William had the chance to transform pre-

existing contacts into recognition of Rouen’s ultimate overarching authority. 

There are hints that this is exactly what William sought to do. A hoard recovered 

from Mont Saint-Michel contained a coin produced by a moneyer with the Celtic 

name of Riwallon, bearing the engraving +VVILEIM DV + IRB, which Dolley 

and Yvon reconstructed as +VVILEIM DVX BRI – ‘William, duke of Brittany’.
82

 

Longsword was remembered at Mont Saint-Michel in the 1020s, when the abbey 

begged restitution from Richard II of a series of estates said to have been donated 
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by his grandfather.
83

 Flodoard’s report that William’s son, Richard I was born of a 

Breton concubine, Sprota, provides further evidence of campaigning or political 

contacts to the west;
84

 as perhaps does William of Jumièges’ story that William 

‘entrusted the defence…of the Cotentin’ to an exiled Danish royal, Harold 

Bluetooth.
85

 It may have been during Longsword’s reign that the recently-restored 

church of Fécamp miraculously acquired a new roof from the sanctuary of Saint-

Marcouf, which lay on an island off the Cotentinois coast.
86

 Dudo has the men of 

the Cotentin join William in his assault on Montreuil-sur-Mer; his report of 

Richard I’s education in Bayeux has already been discussed.
87

 

This evidence, however, is of questionable value. William’s relationship 

with Sprota implies increasing contact between Rouen and the west, but it does 

not necessarily suggest outright conquest or coercion. The fact that Sprota’s name 

is more probably Frankish or Scandinavian than Breton also raises questions 

about her supposed background.
88

 Jumièges’ mention of Harold Bluetooth was 

designed to explain the presence of an independent Viking chieftain in Bayeux 

during Richard I’s minority.
89

 Fécamp’s acquisition of its roof is hard to date 
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precisely.
90

 If it did occur at this point, the story may reflect nothing more than the 

opportunistic seizure of building materials by marauding Norsemen, rather than a 

symbol of ducal authority over Lower Normandy.
91

 It is unlikely that William had 

any involvement with Mont Saint-Michel,
92

 but, even had Longsword genuinely 

granted property to the abbey, the charter’s tale of lands lost and restitution 

required suggests that the ‘protection of “gifts” in western Normandy was not 

possible from Rouen in the tenth century’.
93

 The significance of the coin found at 

Mont Saint-Michel is particularly open to question, with the notion that Bretons 

were minting coins in William’s name in the 930s being met with varying degrees 

of acceptance and scepticism.
94

 There is no conclusive proof that the William 

mentioned thereupon should be identified with Longsword, nor that the engraving 

must be reconstructed in the manner Dolley and Yvon suggested. The coin (the 

exact provenance of which is unknown) bears a design completely different from 

any of the major tenth-century Norman issues, including those others attributed to 

Longsword.
95

 Indeed, the title dux, whether referring to Normandy or Brittany, 
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never appears on any of these coins.
96

 Any claim to ducal title in Brittany may 

have stemmed from command of the Cotentin and Avranchin, former Breton 

possessions, after 933, rather than activity in Brittany itself. The moneyer, 

Riwallon, may have been one of the many inhabitants of Lower Normandy to bear 

a Breton anthroponym.
97

 If the coin is to be associated with Longsword, it may, 

like the contemporaneous Anglo-Saxon coin minted for the Welsh king Hywel 

Dda at Chester, represent a medallion given to western leaders as a marker of 

Longsword’s political ambition to rule over them all, rather than evidence of his 

success in doing so.
98

  

Wider numismatic evidence casts further doubt on successful intervention 

west of the Seine. The marked division in style and organisation of production 

between the Carolingian mints of Upper and Lower Normandy continued into the 

tenth century and there is little evidence of circulation between the two regions, 

indicative of limited inter-regional contact.
99

 While Moesgaard concludes that 

Normandy’s political unification did not bring ‘about monetary unification 

immediately’,
100

 continuing numismatic differences may in fact suggest that 

political unification had yet to take place.
101

 Though evidence for minting at 

Rouen during Rollo’s reign is hard to come by, Bayeux does appear to have 

produced coinage in the tenth century, raising the possibility that some sort of 

Frankish administration survived in Lower Normandy.
102

 While Longsword may 
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have been one of the first Frankish magnates to mint coins in their own name, 

finds have been limited, even within Upper Normandy, which suggests much 

about the geographical limits of his authority.
103

 If Longsword was ever interested 

in western affairs, his interest appears not to have lasted long. By 940, he had 

committed himself to Louis IV d’Outremer – the recently-crowned Carolingian 

king, freshly returned from Athelstan’s England – in return only for those lands 

that Louis’ father, Charles the Simple had conceded to the Norse in 911.
104

 There 

are no signs that William was unhappy with this arrangement, perhaps suggesting 

that Rouen’s rulers had made little progress in making good Ralph of Burgundy’s 

grants of 924 and 933. Whether or not William accepted Louis’ notional 

contraction of the physical limits of his authority, throughout these years he is 

depicted as being intrinsically involved in Frankish, rather than Breton or Lower 

Norman affairs.
105

 

While Dudo presents an anachronistic portrait of unchallenged, wide-

ranging ducal rule since 911, modern historians such as Searle and Bauduin 

consider William’s rule to have been essentially hegemonic – his ability to take 

action in the west or anywhere else depending upon ‘his capacity to establish 

individual relationships with local chiefs, and by the powers of those local 

chiefs’.
106

 Uncovering the realities of such relationships, however, is difficult. 

Bauduin effectively wrote off any prospect of accurately gauging the character of 

ducal rule in Lower Normandy prior to c. 960, noting of the region that ‘des 

Scandinaves solidement implantés qui ont établi des relations avec le comte de 
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Rouen sans qu’il soit possible d’évaluer avec precision la nature de ce lien’.
107

 Yet 

even Dudo found it difficult ‘de passer totalement sous silence les réalités 

politiques de la « Normandie » primitive’.
108

 Memories of the autonomous rulers 

with whom Longsword must have fought and co-operated survive in the accounts 

of Dudo and later authors, who transformed them into a series of ducal allies, 

officers, appointees and rebels, all working for or against Rouen’s interests. In 

Dudo’s narrative these ‘counts and chiefs’ together demanded Rollo’s retirement 

from leadership.
109

 Later, he has a nobleman called Riulf gather support amongst 

the other Norse chiefs for his revolt against Longsword, while Bernard of Senlis 

publicly humiliated the duke in front of his remaining loyal chiefs in order to 

shock him into action.
110

 The young Richard I consulted his chiefs, who were by 

no means entirely loyal to him, when deciding whether to free himself from Ralph 

Torta’s tutelage in c. 950.
111

 Longsword’s own upbringing by his father’s leading 

general, Botho, and his later decision to have the same man take his own son, 

Richard I to Bayeux to be educated is redolent of the practice of fosterage 

between allied rulers.
112

 Dudo and William of Jumièges identified the Harold to 

whom Longsword entrusted the defence of the Cotentin as Harold Bluetooth, the 

exiled king of Denmark, in an effort to explain where this powerful figure of the 

940s came from without calling into question Longsword’s perceived paramount 
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position in Normandy.
113

 Jumièges’ later addition to Dudo’s narrative of 

Longsword’s ‘grant’ of the Cotentin to Harold further emphasised the Norman 

duke’s functioning authority in the west and associated Harold with the ducal 

dynasty, which he would later seek to defend,  out of some quasi-patriotic sense of 

Norse solidarity, from Frankish influence during Richard’s minority. In reality, 

contemporary Frankish tradition makes Harold an independent local leader with a 

powerbase around Bayeux during the 940s and 950s.
114

 Similarly, Dudo presents 

men like Riulf, who led an attempt to overthrow Longsword and Ralph Torta, 

who worked closely with the Frankish regime in Rouen during Richard I’s 

minority as rebels and quislings, working against their rightful lords and natural 

loyalties, rather than as individual rulers, intent on securing and increasing their 

own authority.
115

 

While peaking behind the curtain of Dudo’s account provides only a 

glimpse of the complicated relationships Rollo and William must have had with 

local chieftains, it is clear that such relationships existed. Modern historians, 

however, have nevertheless sought to maximise ducal authority during these 

years. Thus, Bates and even Bauduin depict Hugh the Great’s attack on Harold of 

Bayeux in the Cotentin in 954 as ‘deliberate aid in re-establishing Richard [I]’s 

                                                 
113
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power in Lower Normandy’.
116

 Such statements assume that Dudo and Jumièges 

were correct in depicting Harold as in some sense subordinate to Longsword 

before the latter’s death in 942.
117

 The weak position of Rouen’s early rulers is 

further emphasised by the contemporary author of the Lament, who unequivocally 

remarks that ‘when [Longsword’s] father died, faithless ones rose up in arms 

against him’.
118

 Dudo’s account of Riulf’s revolt (traditionally dated to the mid-

930s, but hard to pin down accurately) remains perhaps the most significant 

indicator of the limits of both William’s hegemonic control and geographical 

sphere of activity.
119

 Despite his own apparently Frankish name, Riulf complained 

to his fellow chieftains that William had ‘procured Frankish friends for himself’ to 

their detriment.
120

 Riulf persuaded them to support his demand for ‘the land up to 

the Risle’ from Longsword in order that the distance and resources gained would 

put them beyond his reach.
121

 Rejecting a conciliatory offer, Riulf’s party finally 

marched on Rouen.
122

 At this point William promised land ‘not only up to the 

Risle, but even as far as the Seine’, but Riulf scoffed at his ability to provide such 

territory and took the field against the duke in a battle that Longsword ultimately 

won.
123

 Dudo probably designed his story to magnify Longsword’s achievements 

and, as such, goes to considerable lengths to make Riulf a credible threat, 
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recording how William sent his wife to safety lest Riulf ‘the ‘cruellest of all 

beasts’, should win sole authority over the Norman region with his accomplices, 

as seemed probable’.
124

 As the only source for this rebellion, the value of Dudo’s 

account has been hotly debated. Eric Christiansen suggests that it may be nothing 

more than a fiction designed to foreshadow an equally ill-recorded rebellion 

against Richard II soon after his accession in 996.
125

 There are, however, no 

obvious grounds for doubting the bones of Dudo’s account and his tale was 

fleshed out by later authors. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given his upbringing in the 

Cotentin and Channel Islands, the twelfth-century poet Wace identified Riulf as 

count of the Cotentin;
126

 while Orderic identified him with Évreux – the former 

better fitting the generally-accepted image of a ‘widespread, powerful, and 

coherent Norman lordship’ in this early period.
127

 Given the demands for territory 

near the Risle, however, an origin in the Évrecin appears more probable.
128

 Riulf’s 

Frankish name and the absence of extensive ducal influence in this region until 

the 960s suggest that his ‘revolt’ might even be interpreted as the efforts of a 

minor Frankish noble to secure an independent powerbase for himself, away from 

both French and Norse intereference.
129

 Irrespective of its precise nature, Riulf’s 

revolt emphasises William’s continuing dependence upon the support of lesser 

leaders and that his overarching authority remained geographically limited and not 

beyond question. 
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Whatever progress William may have made westwards must have been 

undermined by the chaos that followed his assassination in 942. Such anarchy 

may itself be seen as indicative of William’s success in uniting the disparate 

inhabitants of the future duchy before his death. In fact, Flodoard’s account of the 

940s and 950s reveals the continuing, underlying divisions within the later duchy 

that had preceded William’s murder. Though Louis IV granted Normandy to 

William’s young son, Richard, in 943, the Norman chieftains were divided in their 

reaction to Longsword’s death – some chosing to commit themselves directly to 

either the Frankish king or Hugh the Great. That same year, Évreux and Rouen 

became Frankish targets. In the Évrecin, Hugh combated a mixture of pagan 

Norsemen freshly-arrived in Francia and earlier settlers who had returned to their 

heathen ways. He won control of Évreux itself through the agency of its Christian 

Norse population, who, unhappy with the rule of their pagan kinsmen, voluntarily 

surrendered the city to him. Hugh, in turn, handed it over to Louis later that 

year.
130

 In Rouen, the heathen Turmod won control of the young duke and 

whipped up a pagan revival and conspiracy against Louis. Upon the arrival from 

overseas of the opportunistic pagan king Setricus (tentatively identified as Sihtric 

Sihtricsson, the exiled brother of the king Olaf Sihtricsson of York),
131

 Turmod 

revolted openly against the Frankish king, who defeated the coalition in battle 

outside Rouen. Louis gave Longsword’s old ally, Herluin of Montreuil-sur-Mer 

custody of the city and, according to Dudo, carried Richard away with him into 

France, ostensibly to provide for the boy’s security and education.
132

 Meanwhile, 

Herluin, the Frankish lord for the support of whom Longsword had lost his life, 

sought to secure his authority over the Norse by gaining retribution for the duke’s 
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death, attacking his enemy, Arnulf of Flanders and killing William’s murderer, 

whose amputated hands he had sent back to Rouen in a particularly grisly 

demonstration of success.
133

 Herluin failed to secure control of the city and was in 

Louis’ army when the king invaded Rouen once more in 944.
134

 That year again 

saw a divided reaction to Frankish aggression. Though initially presenting a 

united front against the advancing Louis at Arques-la-Bataille, by the time the 

king had forced a passage through to Rouen the city’s inhabitants were divided 

enough for some to stay and receive the king and the rest to fly overseas. While 

Rouen ultimately accepted the king, Bayeux chose to resist and was besieged by 

Hugh the Great, to whom Louis promised the city should he ‘aid the king in 

conquering this group of the Northmen’. The city ultimately surrendered directly 

to Louis, who ordered Hugh to raise the siege.
135

 By 945, Louis’ position in 

Rouen seemed entirely secure – he had Richard I in safe-keeping, was minting 

derniers in the city, and raised a Norse army to conduct a new war against Hugh 

the Great, who was deeply aggrieved by Louis’ frustration of his designs upon 

Bayeux.
136

 While Louis took personal charge of Rouen, Bayeux – which had 

submitted peacefully the previous year – seemingly remained under its own rulers. 

Though Dudo suggests a conspiracy on the part of the Seine Norse, it is more 

probable that the ambush of Louis’ forces in 945, including Norsemen from 
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Rouen, was instigated independently by Harold of Bayeux.
137

 Flodoard narrates 

how, after the Lower Norman ruler’s successful ambush, Louis, accompanied by a 

solitary, steadfast Norse retainer, fled back to Rouen, only for the townsfolk, 

whom he had thought faithful to him, to take this opportunity to renounce their 

former loyalties and hold him as a prisoner for ransom, eventually handing Louis 

over to his great enemy, Hugh the Great. 

Louis’ defeat and capture in 945 could not save Upper Normandy from 

continued Frankish intervention. Released from captivity in 946, Louis allied with 

king Otto of Germany to attack Hugh the Great and ravage Norse territory along 

the Seine.
138

 Louis’ influence, if not direct control, over Rouen revived after this 

assault with Ralph Torta, one of Richard’s inner circle who had encouraged 

Louis’ earlier armed intervention in Normandy, coming to power and effectively 

governing the duchy until his flight, which perhaps post-dated 950.
139

 Himself 

possibly a Frank, Ralph’s connections paid dividends – his son had supposedly 

succeeded to the bishopric of Paris by the time Ralph fled Rouen.
140

 While Ralph 

Torta may have been connected to Louis, Hugh the Great continued to employ his 

own Norse auxiliaries while campaigning in Picardy in 948 and 949.
141

 While 

Upper Normandy continued to deal with the Frankish fall-out from Longsword’s 

death into the 950s, the west seems to have been largely safe from Frankish 

intervention until the middle of that decade, when Hugh campaigned against 
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Harold of Bayeux in the Cotentin.
142

 Indeed, the Norse of Lower Normandy did 

not simply survive during this period, they flourished. Exploiting political dissent 

in Brittany in 944, Norse forces broke a peace pact and won a series of victories 

around Dol that partially reversed Alan II’s triumphs of the late-930s. The Norse 

who made these victories possible ‘had recently come over from across the sea’ – 

it is tempting to identify these men not as independent raiders, but with the 

inhabitants who fled Rouen before Louis marched against the city that very 

year.
143

 If this latter identification is to be preferred, then the Seine Norse were not 

triumphant conquerors (as Le Patourel portrayed them), but political refugees, 

fleeing west in search of safer opportunities for settlement and plunder. 

2.4) Conclusion 

When Richard I finally took personal charge at Rouen, probably in the early 950s, 

the idea of ‘Normandy’ – a territory encompassing the Scandinavian settlements 

of northern France united under ducal rule – had yet to crystallise. The lack of any 

political cohesion in the region is demonstrated not only by the differing reactions 

of its towns and chieftains to the threat and reality of Frankish invasion, but also 

by the varying treatment of the Norse settlements by the Franks themselves. In the 

campaigns of the 940s, Louis IV and Hugh the Great carved up early Normandy 

piecemeal, subjugating different areas over a prolonged time-frame. The Franks 

were aware of such disunity, as made clear by Flodoard’s comment on the assault 

on Bayeux in 944, namely that the king would give Bayeux to Hugh if he should 
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‘aid the king in conquering this group of the Northmen’.
144

 Once in Frankish 

hands, territories could be governed directly, promised and granted out to leading 

supporters and exchanged between them, placed in the charge of puppet rulers or 

allowed to remain under local leaders. Whatever Dudo might have later believed, 

there was no sense that the Franks thought ‘Normandy’ had to be conquered or 

controlled as a single entity.
145

 The contrast with the next successful French 

invasion, 260 years later, when Normandy fought and fell as one duchy, could not 

be more obvious. Equally clear is the contrast between Upper and Lower 

Normandy during this period. While the ducal dynasty in Rouen tottered under the 

pressure of Frankish intervention, the Norse of Lower Normandy demonstrated, to 

use Dudo’s phraseology, ‘persistent cunning’ in freeing themselves from such 

threats.
146

 The region continued to offer opportunities and shelter for both newly-

arrived Norseman and, perhaps, those fleeing trouble on the Seine. The freedom 

that Lower Normandy enjoyed during these years renders Richard I’s achievement 

of forging the duchy into a more coherent political unit in the second half of the 

tenth century all the more impressive. That same freedom, however, and the 

limited headway west made by Rollo and Longsword both suggest that Richard 

was in for a tougher ride than many historians have previously postulated. 
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Chapter 3) The Beginning of Winning?: Richard I and Lower Normandy 

3.1) Introduction: Falls The Shadow 

The period between Richard I reaching maturity in the 950s and his death in 996 

was one of the most important in Norman history. After over a decade of anarchy, 

Richard’s majority rule proved ‘a time of stability and consolidation’ that laid ‘the 

foundations for the achievements of the eleventh-century Norman dukes’.
1
 While 

the word ‘Normandy’ had yet to be coined, Richard’s reign provides the earliest 

contemporary conferral of the ducal title upon Rouen’s rulers, from both within 

and without their territories.
2
 Richard can also be tied more firmly than his father 

to events in Lower Normandy. He apparently used Frankish aid to curb the 

independence of Lower Norman leaders, constructed a fortress in Bayeux, and 

dabbled in Breton affairs, allying with the counts of Rennes in a war against the 

emergent house of Blois-Chartres.
3
 By 965, Richard was able to re-found Mont 

Saint-Michel on what would become Normandy’s westernmost frontier, while the 

resurgent houses of Upper Normandy received Lower Norman estates.
4
 Richard 

attempted to restore the canons of Coutances, while a bishop took up residence in 

Avranches for the first time since the mid-ninth century.
5
 Most importantly, 

Richard married a Lower Norman noblewoman – his former concubine, Gunnor.
6
 

 The limited evidence for Rollo and Longsword’s involvement in the west 

and the chaos that followed the latter’s assassination, however, calls into question 
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Bates’ argument that Richard’s reign saw the ‘recovery of control over the 

territory…approximating to that which started to be called ‘Normandy’ in the 

eleventh century’.
7
 Unfortunately, modern understanding of this apparently 

crucial period is hampered by the paucity of evidence. Flodoard’s annals break off 

in 966 and, for all his supposed authority, Richard made little impression on 

Flodoard’s continuator, Richer of Rheims.
8
 While Richard’s reign saw the duke 

witnessing documents for the first time, these were often drawn up on behalf of 

non-Norman parties.
9
 References in later Norman documents to spoken grants and 

confirmations suggest that Richard’s own government continued to rely on oral 

memory over written record.
10

 We have already encountered some of the 

interpretative difficulties that arise from possessing such limited evidence. The 

motivation for Hugh the Great’s campaign of 954 against Harold of Bayeux, for 

instance, as likely lay with his own designs upon Lower Normandy as it did with a 

desire to restore or ‘plutôt l’instauration’, as Bauduin astutely notes, Norman 

ducal authority in the west.
11

 While Dudo assures us that Richard enjoyed a close 

relationship with Hugh from c. 945 onwards,
12

 the clearest evidence for a 

connection between the two – Richard’s marriage to Hugh’s daughter, Emma, in 

960 – postdates Hugh’s own death by four years.
13

 Though suggestive of political 

links between Richard and Hugh’s son, Hugh Capet, the marriage cannot be taken 

as definitive proof of the existence of older familial associations.
14
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 On closer inspection, the evidence for Richard I’s involvement in Lower 

Normandy is replete with such interpretative problems. Richard’s reign may have 

been crucial in the stabilisation of ducal rule in Upper Normandy, but taken 

together these problems cast serious doubts upon the western limits of Richard’s 

authority that cannot simply be explained away through lack of sufficient 

evidence. Rather it will be argued that though ducal ambitions encompassed 

Lower Normandy by the close of Richard’s long reign, the realities of power did 

not yet match his pretensions. 

3.2) Interpretative Problems (c. 960-996) 

The 960s saw Richard’s only recorded interventions in wider Frankish politics, 

including the formation of his supposed alliance with the counts of Rennes. This 

alliance emerged from Richard’s clashes with Louis IV’s son, Lothair and the 

counts of Flanders, Blois-Chartres and Anjou. In the wake of Hugh the Great’s 

death and the minority of his son, Hugh Capet, these latter asserted their 

independence, becoming leading figures in Frankish politics. In 961, Richard 

attempted to disrupt a royal placitum at Soissons and a subsequent meeting of the 

allies closer to the Norman border – in retaliation, Dudo assures us, for an earlier 

effort by the coalition to trap him in the Beauvaisis.
15

 The instigator of this 

alliance against Richard appears to have been Theobald I of Blois-Chartres, whom 

Dudo accuses of raiding Normandy in the run-up to the dispute.
16

 The war centred 

upon the Évrecin – Lothair and Theobald seized Évreux itself, while Richard 

responded with raids on Dunes and Chartres. Theobald then pressed on as far as 
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Rouen, before being defeated. With the arrival of Norse support from overseas, 

Richard was able to partially reverse his losses and secure Évreux once more.
17

 

While Richard was fighting Theobald in the Évrecin, the counts of Rennes were 

tussling with the latter’s allies in Brittany. With Alan II Barbetorte’s death in 952, 

Theobald had become guardian to Alan’s young son, Drogo and, following 

Drogo’s own demise in 958, the main supporter of Count Hoel of Nantes’ claim to 

the Breton duchy.
18

 Against this unsettled backdrop, a Norse flotilla raided Nantes 

in 960.
19

 Ferdinand Lot interpreted this as evidence of Richard I’s support for 

Count Conan I of Rennes’ opposition to Hoel’s claims.
20

 The Chronique de 

Nantes itself, however, depicts these Norsemen as simply seizing upon the chaos 

following Alan II’s death.
21

 Lot himself noted the largely indiscriminate nature of 

Norse raiding, with relics removed inland for safe-keeping from the cathedral of 

St. Malo and the abbey of Saint-Magloire de Léhon.
22

 Both lay within the territory 

of the counts of Rennes – Richard’s supposed allies. There are no firm grounds 

for associating Richard with the Norse raiders of 960 – they may have been 

operating independently from Lower Normandy or anywhere else along the 

western French seaboard.
23

 Indeed, the record in the Chronique de Nantes of the 

palus magnus, in ore Ligeris fixus, metum Normannis faciens suggests, if 

anything, a base on the Loire, rather than the Seine.
24

 According to Richer, Conan 

received Loire Norse support at the second battle of Conquéreuil in 992 – they 
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may also have provided the Norse support he is recorded as receiving by the 

Chronique de Nantes in 982.
25

 As we shall see, it is also unlikely that the counts 

of Rennes sought to buy Richard’s support by patronising the Norman house of 

Mont Saint-Michel, as some have argued.
26

 Furthermore, the reference to Richard 

in the Translatio sancti Maglorii, which Lot took as evidence for the duke’s 

involvement, is a later interpolation that does not fit the wider chronology of the 

movement of the saint’s remains – better dated to the early tenth century.
27

 

Theobald of Blois’ meteoric rise to power illustrates the capacity for late tenth-

century rulers to exert influence across northern Frankish politics, but there is 

little evidence that Richard followed suit by extending his influence westward 

towards Brittany. In fact, Richard’s war in the Évrecin, his alliance with Hugh 

Capet and his struggles against Lothair all suggest not only that his interests, like 

those of his father, lay with the politics of the Île-de-France, but also that his 

control of Upper Normandy remained contestable.
28

 

 Richard’s continuing struggles close to home call into question his 

supposed control of Lower Normandy. Scholarly arguments for Richard’s 

authority in the west have largely rested on the evidence of his marriage to 

Gunnor and his efforts to restore the Norman Church. Richard’s marriage to his 

former mistress, Gunnor, at some point after 968, ultimately proved instrumental 
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in strengthening ducal authority in Lower Normandy.
29

 Gunnor’s kindred have 

traditionally been associated with the Cotentin since D.C. Douglas identified her 

brother, Arfast, as holding estates in the region by hereditary right.
30

 With time, as 

Robert of Torigny’s mid-twelfth-century genealogies reveal, Gunnor became the 

nexus of a vast, complicated web of connections that linked the foremost families 

of Upper Normandy to the ducal kindred.
31

 Such genealogies, or at least the 

notion of connection to the ducal kindred through Gunnor, were not recent 

inventions.
32

 At the turn of the twelfth century, Anselm warned Henry I against 

marrying an illegitimate daughter of William de Warenne on grounds of 

consanguinity that match Torigny’s genealogical record precisely.
33

 A little later, 

in c. 1113, bishop Ivo of Chartres supplied Henry with information about the 

descent of the Montgommery family, seemingly provided by the Montgommerys 

themselves and again identical to Torigny’s account.
34

 As Bates cautions, 

however, the development by the early twelfth century of a familial desire to be 

linked to the ducal kindred is hardly surprising, given the dukes’ recent successes 

and the contemporary emergence of such traditions elsewhere in northern Europe. 
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Bates’ own demonstration of the shifting genealogy of the Tosny family – in c. 

1080 happy to trace their roots to a tenth-century Frankish landholder in the 

French Vexin, transformed, by the time Orderic was writing in the early twelfth 

century, into a house with ducal associations stretching back to Rollo himself – 

serves as a valuable warning on the invention of familial relations.
35

 Connections 

to Gunnor’s kindred or other Lower Norman lineages may have played a part in 

the acquisition of western estates by Upper Norman families, but there is little 

direct evidence of this process before the second quarter of the eleventh century.
36

 

While Richard and Gunnor’s marriage had important long-term consequences for 

Norman society, there are further grounds for questioning its significance for the 

westward extension of ducal authority during Richard’s own lifetime. 

 One might suppose that marriage to Gunnor allowed Richard to procure 

property in Lower Normandy and, through the new local connections the union 

would have given him, better enforce his authority over the region’s former 

Frankish ecclesiastical and comital estates. Even given the limited documentation 

available from his reign, however, there is little evidence that Richard held 

extensive estates in Lower Normandy. Possession of some property in the Bessin 

is demonstrated by Richard’s grant of Mondeville and Argences, both to the 

south-east of Caen, to the newly-established collegiate community of Fécamp in 

990 – later confirmed by his son in 1025.
37

 Richard II similarly noted his father’s 

grants to Jumièges, which included property in the vicinity of Caen, the Lieuvin 

forest and the Pays d’Auge.
38

 Richard I’s role at Saint-Taurin de Évreux is more 

                                                 
35
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open to question. The abbey’s foundation charter, which includes the grant of 

three estates in the Cotentin, survives only in a thirteenth-century cartulary, is 

replete with anachronistic terminology, and possibly confuses Richard I with his 

grandson, Count Richard I of Évreux, potentially pushing the date of territorial 

acquisitions later.
39

 Richard may also have been the source of two further estates 

in the Bessin, lying to the south-west of Caen, given to Mont Saint-Michel in 

1015 by his widow, Gunnor, who held them as dower from their marriage.
40

 

Searle suggested that the charter confuses dower with dowry, making these 

properties descend from Gunnor’s own kindred; Potts wonders whether they 

represent estates over which Richard had a theoretical claim, but in a region where 

Gunnor’s family exercised practical control.
41

 

Richard’s reign has traditionally been seen as a key era in the revival of 

Norman ecclesiastical life and transformation of the Church into an organ of ducal 

government.
42

 This should not hide the fact, however, that Richard, despite his 

later portrayal by Dudo,
43

 emerges as a far less pious Christian than his father and 

only a reluctant reformer, perhaps a hangover from his education in Scandinavian 

Bayeux.
44

 Much of the evidence for ecclesiastical reform comes from Richard’s 

last years. Fécamp’s well-known foundation charter is the first document in over a 

century to record the existence of a named bishop occupying every Norman see, 

including Richard’s own son, Robert, as archbishop of Rouen. Yet Fécamp’s 
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foundation and Robert’s appointment date to c. 990; the establishment of Saint-

Taurin may have been similarly late.
45

 Prior to this Richard had shown little 

interest in reform, failing to support the restoration of Saint-Wandrille in both 

944/53 and c. 960.
46

 The reasons for this change in policy are hard to discern. 

François Neveux suggests that Richard exercised insufficient control over the 

Norman aristocracy to ensure the security of ecclesiastical estates prior to the late 

tenth century.
47

 Such a theory fits well with the preceding discussion of Richard’s 

tentative links with the Lower Norman aristocracy. It is notable that the 

aforementioned Lower Norman monastic grants were largely confined to regions 

on the edge of Upper Normandy, such as the Lieuvin, or the coastal plain of the 

Bessin, which would have been most easily accessible from the Seine valley, 

rather than the interior.
48

 Similarly, the further from Upper Normandy these grants 

get, the more open to question the evidence for them becomes. George Gandy, 

however, argues that Richard’s new policy was driven by a shift in the political 

culture of the Norman court.
49

 Richard came to recognise the potential 

administrative benefits of ecclesiastical renewal. Dudo’s history certainly reveals 

a growing desire to leave the pagan past behind.
50

 These hypotheses are not 

mutually exclusive – a shift in political culture might have derived from 

increasing internal security. Nor should we overlook the possibility that with 

Richard’s advancing years the dread of something after death caused him to 

rethink his priorities. 
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Richard’s tardy conversion meant that when time finally caught up with 

the old duke the process of ecclesiastical restoration was still in its early stages, 

especially in Lower Normandy. While the see of Avranches was at long last 

filled,
51

 little practical progress was made in re-establishing diocesan authority in 

the region until the eleventh century. Richard’s appointee, Norgod, found the 

challenges of his long-abandoned post overwhelming, retiring to Mont Saint-

Michel in c. 1017 (where he died on 14 October 1026/36), leaving the see again 

unfilled for at least a further five years.
52

 Efforts to restore Coutances were 

equally ineffective. De statu records Richard’s attempt to re-establish the chapter 

at Coutances after the bishops’ abandonment of their western diocese at the turn 

of the century.
53

 There is, however, no way of verifying the twelfth-century 

author’s claim that Richard I was responsible for these efforts, rather than his son 

and successor.
54

 Whoever began the initiative, it soon faltered. Bishop Hugh of 

Coutances (c. 990-1025), who never left his self-imposed exile in Rouen, soon 

recalled seven of the restored canons from the west (his ability to recall them 

representing the only evidence of his authority within the diocese itself) and his 

successors later seized the property of the remaining prebends for themselves.
55

 

The bishops of Coutances would not return to their western diocese until after 

Hugh’s death, and then only to a temporary home in the fortress city of Saint-Lô 

on the diocese’s extreme easternmost limit.
56
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The slow recovery of the Lower Norman episcopate might be taken to 

suggest that regional ecclesiastical life had been hit especially hard by Norse 

raiding and subsequent settlement in the ninth and early tenth centuries. This was 

certainly the view espoused by eleventh- and twelfth-century Norman 

ecclesiastical literature – as noted above, the tenth-century Cotentin was, 

according to the Coutances chronicler, a land ‘devoid of Christians’ and ‘crushed 

by pagan thieves and the pollution of idolatry’.
57

 This tradition, however, 

ultimately derives from Dudo’s account of the early dukes. We have already seen 

how, as part of his mission to civilise the ducal dynasty in the eyes of Frankish 

contemporaries, Dudo chose to depict Lower Normandy’s inhabitants as savage, 

possibly pagan warriors.
58

 In similar vein, Dudo has Richard I convert recent 

Norse immigrants,
59

 modelling his account of the duke on Merovingian and 

Carolingian hagiographies, including the fifth-century Life of St. Germanus, the 

missionary-bishop of Auxerre.
60

 As modern scholars have increasingly realised, 

the despairing accounts of the ecclesiastical situation in tenth-century Lower 

Normandy included in the histories produced at Upper Norman monasteries 

during the eleventh and twelfth centuries also served as justification for the steady 

acquisition of property in and saintly relics from that region by those same 

houses.
61

 So successful was this tradition even native Lower Normans, such as the 

Coutances chronicler and Wace,
62

 came to accept it as fact.
63

 Norman authors 
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were not alone in painting Lower Normandy as a savage land. Writing in the late 

eleventh century, Hariulf of Saint-Riquier justified the translation of St. Vigor’s 

remains from Bayeux to his abbey by describing the Bessin at the end of the tenth 

century as ‘so devastated by the incursion of barbarians, that not only secular 

pomp, but even ecclesiastical decorum came to be defiled’, such that ‘the divine 

services of the churches…were entirely lacking’.
64

 In such circumstances, local 

clergymen, in this case one Avitianus had no choice but to flee. Paganism may 

have survived in Lower Normandy through until the early eleventh century. The 

Vita Vigoris, produced in the 1030s at the newly-established monastery of Cerisy-

la-Forêt in the Bessin, focused on the saint’s role as a missionary.
65

 It is perhaps 

significant that this region provides two contemporary examples of local lords 

replacing their Scandinavian names with baptismal ancilliaries, suggesting recent 

conversion to Christianity.
66

 According to Wace, the Channel Islanders of the 

mid-eleventh century believed that the exiled Archbishop Mauger of Rouen 

possessed a familiar called Toret, perhaps derived from the Norse God Thor – a 

story similarly indicative of long-standing pagan traditions.
67

 

Scandinavian raiding and settlement clearly did disrupt ecclesiastical life 

in Lower Normandy and bring some pagans to the region, but at a local level the 

Church probably survived as well there as it did anywhere else in the duchy.
68

 

                                                                                                                                      
conception…a function of the region’s desire to remain independent of the aggressively 

“Christian” rulers of Upper Normandy’ (Lifshitz, Pious Neustria, pp. 34-5). 
64

 Hariulf: Chonique de l’abbaye de Saint-Riquier (V
e
 siècle-1104), ed. F. Lot (Paris, Collection 

des textes pour server à l’étude et à l’enseignement de l’Histoire, 1894), p. 163 – barbarorum 

incursu adeo vastari, ut non modo pompam saecularem, verum etiam decorum ecclesiasticum 

contigerit foedari and ecclesarium quoque obsequie, quae sanctis Dei devote solent exhiberi, 

penitus defecisse cerneret, respectively. Translation from Herrick, Sacred Past, p. 91. 
65

 Herrick, Sacred Past, pp. 83-8. 
66

 Above, p. 50, for Thurstan ‘Richard’ Haldup and ‘Odo’ Stigand. 
67

 RR, ii, lines 4573-4582; J.-G. Gouttebroze, ‘Le Diable dans le Roman de Rou’, in Le Diable au 

Moyen Age (doctrine, problèmes moraux, représentations) (Aix-en-Provence, 1979), pp. 227-31. 
68

 The lack of episcopal organisation in Lower Normandy may simply demonstrate the ‘absence of 

Roman-style administrative methods’, which may itself represent ‘a function of regional 



 - 106 - 

Church dedications and parish structures appear unchanged from the pre-Viking 

period.
69

 At the turn of the eleventh century, Richard II’s dower for his wife, 

Judith of Rennes, included grants in the northern Cotentin of thirty-eight estates 

and seventeen churches.
70

 Taking this as a guide, approximately 45% of 

Cotentinois estates had some ecclesiastical provision already in this period – a 

ratio that, though lower than in Upper Normandy, would hold through to the 

fourteenth century.
71

 Archaeology and toponomy provide further evidence for 

tenth-century ecclesiastical activity. The parish church at Querqueville, in the far 

north of the Cotentin, was extended in c. 900, during an era of intensive 

Scandinavian assault and settlement.
72

 Twelve other Cotentinois churches show 

evidence of pre-twelfth-century construction phases, some of which may date 

back to the tenth century.
73

 Toponyms such as Querqueville – which may derive 

from kirkja, the Scandinavian word for ‘church’ – of which there are several in 

Lower Normandy, arguably suggest that the incomers recognised the 

ecclesiastical significance of particular locations.
74

  

Upon closer inspection, even the Upper Norman literary sources provide 

evidence of continuity. The Beati Severi translatio, probably written by a canon of 

Rouen in the early eleventh century, records that the body of St. Severus was 

discovered by clerks from Rouen en route to Mont Saint-Michel being tended by a 
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parish priest in a church with a ‘cheap straw roof and wicker walls’.
75

 The 

removal of his remains to Rouen caused uproar, as the locals rioted in protest.
76

 

As the Translatio illustrates, the liturgical calendars and libraries of Upper 

Norman houses readily incorporated the death dates, holy days and hagiographies 

of Lower Norman saints, suggesting that local religious practices had survived the 

Scandinavian settlement.
77

 Nor were all commentators as dismissive of Lower 

Norman Christianity as the author of the Translatio. We have already seen how 

Fécamp sources recorded the miraculous transportation of Saint-Marcouf’s roof, 

used to complete Fécamp’s new church. This implies that Saint-Marcouf, the site 

of the ancient Carolingian monastery of Nant, had ‘not only survived the wars and 

the raids of the previous century, but was better maintained and furnished than 

Fécamp itself’.
78

 The documentary sources are similarly suggestive of widespread 

survival. The possessions of the former Carolingian abbeys of Deux-Jumeaux, 

Saint-Fromond, Saint-Marcouf and Saint-Martin all eventually found their way 

into the hands of Cerisy-la-Forêt, founded by Robert the Magnificent in the 

1030s.
79

 Grants of ancient abbatiae with their pertinent estates were not 

uncommon in Lower Normandy. Richard II granted the old house of Saint-Pair 

and its dependencies to Mont Saint-Michel in the early 1020s; while his son, 

Richard III, granted the estates of Port-Bail to his wife later that decade.
80

 Many 

ancient monastic communities became the site of later re-foundations or priories 

belonging to Upper Norman or French houses, but by the eleventh century these 
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ancient monasteries may have amounted to little more than ruined remains.
81

 The 

survival into the eleventh century of both the names of and a record of the 

pertinent property belonging to earlier foundations at Saint-Pair, Port-Bail and 

Saint-Marcouf, however, is strongly suggestive of ongoing religious observance 

and organisation at these sites throughout the tenth century.
82

 The survival of an 

early eleventh-century inscription from Lieusaint, south of Valognes, recording 

the death of two local priests, provides evidence for just such activity at a small 

ecclesiastical community, otherwise unmentioned by documentary or literary 

sources.
83

 Where ecclesiastical upheaval did occur in Lower Normandy, it was a 

result of the extension of ducal authority. While Fécamp’s building materials may 

have been acquired during earlier Norse raids, the removal of relics to Rouen must 

have followed swiftly on the heels of Richard’s intervention in the region.
84

 

Similarly, the translation of St. Vigor’s remains from supposedly-barbarous 

Bayeux in c. 987 coincided with Richard’s establishment of a palace there.
85

 

It is against this background of limited effective interaction with the 

Lower Norman church that Richard’s arguably most famous ecclesiastical venture 

– the re-foundation of Mont Saint-Michel in 965 – must be set. The abbey’s early 

history was recorded in the Introductio monachorum, an official history of the 

abbey collated from disparate materials in the period 1080-1095 and heavily 

dependent upon Dudo, as was the case with all contemporary Norman 
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historiography.
86

 The Introductio reveals the existence of a lax collegiate 

community of canons living at the Mont until 965, when Richard replaced them 

with a new body of Benedictine monks.
87

 Richard allegedly sought to reform this 

existing community from c. 960 and canons continued to inhabit the Mont after 

965.
88

 How far the laxity of this community really underpinned Richard’s re-

foundation is questionable. Corrupt canons had become a common justification 

for Benedictine reform by the late eleventh century,
89

 and Dudo notably makes no 

mention of them.
90

 As we have seen, it is possible that Richard in fact reformed an 

existing monastic community, but this is hotly debated.
91

 At first glance, the re-

foundation of Mont Saint-Michel so early in Richard’s reign seems out of 

character with the ecclesiastical developments discussed above. This and the 

confused nature of the Mont’s tenth-century history have led many modern 

historians to challenge Dudo and the Introductio’s account. Dudo’s reference to 

Richard’s involvement at the abbey might be seen as part of his programme of 

painting ducal authority throughout Normandy and beyond – indeed, he has Rollo 

give property to the Mont after his baptism.
92

 The Introductio, however, provides 

hard evidence for Richard’s involvement in the form of both a papal bull of John 

XIII, promising free abbatial elections and a royal diploma of Lothair, confirming 

Richard’s re-foundation and the pope’s grant. Of these, the bull is undeniably 

                                                 
86

 Chroniques latines, pp. 149-51, 190-99.  
87

 ibid., pp. 210-13. 
88

 ibid., pp. 162-5, 210-11. 
89

 Potts, Monastic Revival, p. 85; Potts, ‘Saints go marching’, pp. 27-8; MSM, p. 16. L. Musset, 

‘Recherches sur les communautés des clercs séculiers en Normandie au XIe siècle’, BSAN 55 

(1961), pp. 5-38, for collegiate communities in eleventh-century Normandy and their role, esp. pp. 

14-19, for further Norman examples of corrupt canons. 
90

 De moribus, p. 290. 
91

 Above, p. 32 n. 43, for the debate over the character of the Montois communit(y/ies) pre-965. J. 

Hourlier, ‘Le Mont Saint-Michel avant 966’, in Millénaire monastique du Mont Saint-Michel, ed. 

J. Laporte et al (Paris, 6 vols., 1966-71), i, pp. 23-7, for a more outlandish theory on the Mont’s 

earlier inhabitants. 
92

 De moribus, pp. 170-71. 



 - 110 - 

forged.
93

 Reference to it in the Annals composed at the Mont in the eleventh 

century suggests that its creation should be dated to c. 1030, when the monks were 

trying to free themselves from increasing ducal influence by electing their own 

abbot.
94

 Aside from the interpolated reference to the papal bull, Lothair’s diploma 

appears broadly authentic.
95

 The historical context of the diploma, its stylistic 

points and its failure to appear independently of the forged bull led both Guillotel 

and Keats-Rohan to suggest that it too was a forgery.
96

 The existence of similar 

contemporary acts from elsewhere in northern France and the exactitude with 

which the diploma matches the unique output of Lothair’s then chancellor, Gezo 

(958-969) renders this unlikely.
97

 Why might Richard have shown such 

uncharacteristic interest in the Mont at this time? Gandy suggests that the re-

foundation was part of the peace treaty between Richard and his foes, Lothair and 

Theobald, signed at Gisors in 966.
98

 Such an interpretation has much to commend 

it. The Franks continued to think of the Normans as pagan invaders until the end 

of the century.
99

 Lothair would have been happy to undermine the regional 

authority of his rival, Hugh Capet.
100

 For Richard, the re-foundation represented a 

grand gesture that required little commitment on his part. The pre-existence of an 

ecclesiastical community at the Mont and the absence of an active bishop in the 

region meant that the duke did not have to give up his own estates to found the 
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monastery or face challenges from those with conflicting local interests.
101

 

Whether the re-foundation allowed Richard to divest himself of the reformist 

monks of Saint-Wandrille depends upon the later tradition identifying Mainard I, 

abbot of Mont Saint-Michel with the Flemish reformer and follower of Gérard de 

Brogne, who had led the most recent attempt to restore the former monastery in c. 

960.
102

 There is, however, little consensus on this point.
103

 

Given the likely circumstances of Richard’s involvement at Mont Saint-

Michel, it is perhaps unsurprising that he paid little attention to ongoing affairs at 

the abbey. Dudo and the Introductio had Richard rebuild the abbey and endow it 

with gifts.
104

 The early eleventh-century Annals, however, ascribed re-

construction work to Richard II;
105

 while the first recorded grants of property to 

the monastery by members of the ducal kindred, none of which made any 

reference to previous grants by Richard I, date to c. 1015.
106

 Richard’s only 

appearance in the main body of the abbey’s cartulary comes from an interpolation 

of c. 1058/60 into Richard II’s grant of estates in c. 1022/6, which is made to 

include a recognition of the freedom from episcopal jurisdiction supposedly given 

by his father and Pope John XIII.
107

 Interestingly, in the original version of this 

same charter, when the monks wanted Richard II to restore former estates to Mont 
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Saint-Michel, they claimed that these properties had been granted to the abbey not 

by Richard I, but by William Longsword.
108

 So limited was the impression 

Richard I made at the Mont, the Annals and the Revelatio (the earliest extant copy 

of which dates from no later than 1015) make little reference to him at all.
109

 Over 

forty years elapsed between the re-foundation and the first recorded Norman act 

for the abbey – Richard II’s replacement of abbot Mainard II in 1009.
110

 Had any 

grants been made in the interim, the monks would doubtless have included them – 

the entire cartulary is biased towards Norman material, placing charters from 

‘Richard II, Gunnor, Robert the Magnificent, and William the Conqueror all 

before benefactions from other sources, several of which predate the Norman 

acts’.
111

 The only evidence for contact with Normandy during this period is 

Mainard I’s appearance at the translation of Saint-Ouen’s remains in 989.
112

 

Whatever Mainard’s origins, it must have soon become clear to him that the Mont 

would have to look closer to home for reliable support. The abbey succeeded in 

securing extensive patronage from successive counts of Rennes and Le Mans and 

the lesser nobility of Brittany and Maine, witnessed by the ecclesiastical hierarchy 

of those regions, rather than of the archdiocese in which the Mont theoretically 

lay.
113

 These links remained significant throughout the first half of the eleventh 

century, a period that saw Norman ducal influence at Mont Saint-Michel grow 
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increasingly in strength.
114

 As Potts concludes, Richard I’s involvement at the 

Mont represented merely ‘a signal of his aspirations, rather than his dominance, 

over this monastery’.
115

 The limited success of ducal involvement in Lower 

Norman ecclesiastical life during this period is further signalled by Mont Saint-

Michel’s continuing isolation – it remained the only recorded monastery west of 

the Touques until after 1025, the only house west of the Vire until c. 1060.
116

 

3.3) Conclusion 

Dudo presents Richard I as an active figure in Lower Normandy right up until his 

death, stating that when his final illness set in ‘he withdrew from the district of 

Bayeux to the hall of his Fécamp residence, lest the people should be averse to 

transporting him after he was dead’.
117

 By the time of Richard’s death in 996, 

ducal authority throughout the territories that would become Normandy was more 

extensive and secure than it had ever been during his father’s heyday, despite the 

anarchy that had gripped the region during his minority. While this chapter has 

challenged the extent of Richard’s involvement in Lower Normandy, his reign 

nevertheless had a transformative effect on the region’s relationship with the 

ducal dynasty. By becoming the supreme patron of the Norman Church, 

advancing members of his own family to ecclesiastical office and restoring vacant 

sees Richard not only bound the Church to ducal authority and transformed it into 

an agent of that same authority, he also implicitly extended the scope of his rule 

and influence to incorporate the entire territory covered by the archdiocese of 

Rouen. This is, as we have seen, the first period of Norman history in which such 
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a judgement can be proven to be true – a fact further confirmed by his choice of a 

Lower Norman bride. Nevertheless, Richard’s influence in this region was almost 

certainly not as extensive as has been argued previously. Nor, in the case of the 

Church, was his limited success the result of particularly problematic pre-existing 

circumstances in Lower Normandy. Rather, the difficulties Richard faced in 

enforcing his authority stemmed from the earlier absence of ducal involvement in 

Lower Normandy discussed above, though Richard, unlike his father and 

grandfather, was clearly not entirely inactive in this region. While his efforts may 

have been limited, Richard laid the foundations for both the future enforcement of 

ducal authority in Lower Normandy and the methodology that would secure it. 

Richard’s marriage to Gunnor and his other less reputable unions produced a 

brood of children who, alongside his half-brother, Rodulf d’Ivry and under the 

aegis of his chosen heir, Richard II, would finally realise their father’s grand 

aspirations in the early eleventh century. 
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Chapter 4) Opportunity Knocks: Co-operation and Coercion in the Reign 

of Richard II 

 

4.1) Introduction: A Wedding by the Sea 

In c. 1003, Mont Saint-Michel, the monastery perched not only in peril of the sea, 

but upon Normandy’s future border with Brittany, played host to a major 

diplomatic event. In a ceremony supposedly held at the Mont, Duke Richard II of 

Normandy married Judith, sister of Count Geoffrey I of Rennes.
1
 Geoffrey had 

already taken Richard’s sister, Hawise to be his own wife.
2
 This dual marriage 

alliance provides the first incontrovertible proof of Norman ducal interests 

extending westward beyond Lower Normandy. By 1008, however, Geoffrey was 

gone – dead on the pilgrim road home from Rome.
3
 While Geoffrey’s body was 

returned for burial at Mont Saint-Michel, where his father had been interred 

before him, Richard moved swiftly to replace the abbot with one of his own 

choosing and bind the monastery to his dynasty by granting it extensive Norman 

estates.
4
 These events serve to demonstrate the significance of Richard II’s reign 

for ducal involvement in Lower Normandy. This period saw the gradual 

solidification of Richard I’s more theoretical interests into real ducal power and 

influence in the region and, in the process, the increasing interaction of Upper and 

Lower Norman society and institutions. 

 As the events that followed Geoffrey’s death reveal, Richard had to react 

astutely to make the most of changing circumstances throughout his thirty-year 

reign – a fact also shown by his swift response to the popular and aristocratic 
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unrest that immediately followed his succession in 996.
5
 For the most part, he 

simply built upon his father’s policies. As we have seen, it was only in Richard 

II’s reign that contemporary sources began to use the word ‘Normandy’ to 

describe the territories ruled by the ducal dynasty – the dukes’ association with 

territories roughly conterminous with the archdiocese of Rouen surely stemming 

from Richard I’s close association with the episcopal hierarchy resident in that 

city.
6
 Richard I had appointed churchmen to Lower Normandy who served as 

little more than figureheads in their dioceses; Richard II, as his actions at Mont 

Saint-Michel illustrate, not only appointed, but dismissed both ecclesiastical and 

secular officials, who were themselves more involved in regional administration 

than ever before. The eleventh century saw ducal patronage extend in reality, 

rather than theory to religious communities throughout Normandy. Richard I may 

have played only the most limited of roles at Mont Saint-Michel, but Richard II 

had a major influence on that monastery. Indeed, a growing number of individuals 

began to travel back and forth between the Mont and Rouen, though they were not 

always kindly met at either end of their journey. Dudo, who initially visited 

Normandy during Richard I’s reign, notably completed his history during Richard 

II’s. As we have seen, the picture of the past Dudo painted better reflects the 

realities of Richard II’s rule.
7
 Richard I’s marriage to Gunnor perhaps inspired the 

more ambitious Breton unions sought by his son. The legacy of that earlier 

marriage can be seen from Richard II’s reign on, with the duke and his successors 

finally emerging as major landholders in Lower Normandy, revealed through their 

wives’ dowries and the series of extensive grants made to Upper Norman houses 

throughout the region. The growing body of documentary and literary evidence 

                                                 
5
 GND, ii, pp. 8-11. 

6
 Above, pp. 2-3, 103, 113-14. 

7
 Above, pp. 1-2. 



 - 117 - 

concerning Lower Normandy produced by those same houses stands as testament 

to Richard’s success in this regard. Richard also employed the burgeoning ranks 

of the ducal family to good effect, with both legitimate and illegitimate relatives, 

alongside loyal supporters, being appointed as officers of ducal government 

(comites and vicecomites) throughout the duchy – all men whose titles and posts 

derived from the legitimacy of Richard’s own position.
8
 

 Moving beyond Richard himself, the greater body of source material 

available for early eleventh-century Lower Normandy has allowed scholars to 

study the way ducal influence effected regional society in a manner impossible for 

the tenth century. This evidence must still be approached with caution. As we 

shall see, acts that seemingly demonstrate pre-existing ducal authority in the 

region may in fact have been designed to cultivate it. In terms of the quantity of 

documentary evidence, the very fact that Lower Normandy remains poorly served 

compared to the wider duchy will be used to investigate the place of regional 

society in the broader Norman context. The successful consolidation of ducal 

authority in Lower Normandy will be shown to have depended upon the careful 

touch of a duke willing to work with local figures, rather than the heavy-handed 

impositions of a powerful outsider. This process was not wholly straightforward, 

nor one that inevitably swept local society up in its wake. Some members of the 

Upper Norman hierarchy were not necessarily as keen on establishing western ties 

as their ducal master, especially if they threatened the primacy of their own 

positions. The infrequent appearance of Lower Normans in ducal charters and 
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their intermittent involvement in conflict and unrest similarly hint towards the 

region’s ongoing distance and independence from ducal rule. Despite the 

increasing social integration suggested by marriage alliances between Upper and 

Lower Norman families, there is much to suggest that western society retained a 

sense of individuality, responded to by Richard II and his successors. While 

Richard was prepared to deal with local figures, Bates has noted that the eleventh 

century has ‘something of the character of an Upper Norman colonisation of 

Lower Normandy’.
9
 Richard’s reliance on local versus external figures thus 

provides another important measure of the level of integration achieved during 

both his and his successors’ reigns. 

4.2) Family Matters: Judith, Emma & Gunnor in Lower Normandy   

The extensive territorial endowment granted to Judith upon her marriage to 

Richard II provides the earliest insight into the duke’s plans for Lower 

Normandy.
10

 This document is not without difficulties, surviving, as it does, only 

from an early eighteenth-century transcription of an entry in a Fécamp 

manuscript,
11

 with the details of transmission from the original to the Fécamp MS 

unknown. The resultant text is riddled with defects, including repeated, 

incomplete and inexact toponyms.
12

 The identification (and even number) of 

individual estates and pagi thus remains debatable.
13

 Despite these issues, Judith’s 

dower estates seemingly fell into three major parcels, lying in the Lieuvin (centred 
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around Bernay and right on the modern boundary of Upper and Lower 

Normandy), the district immediately south of Caen, and the extreme north of the 

Cotentin. Ducal possessions in the latter region, for which Judith’s dower 

provides the earliest evidence, are confirmed by subsequent ecclesiastical 

donations. After Judith’s death in 1017, Richard gave several former dower 

estates to Marmoutier.
14

 Similarly, Richard’s gifts to Saint-Père de Chartres in the 

early 1020s included the church of Théville to the east of Cherbourg and its 

dependencies.
15

 Though unmentioned in its confirmatory charter of 1025, Fécamp 

had presumably gained possession of the island sanctuary of Saint-Marcouf off 

the Cotentin coast by c. 1000, when the community recorded the miraculous 

transportation of the chapel roof.
16

 The significance of this evidence has not been 

lost on historians, but interpretations have differed wildly. Van Torhoudt 

concluded that the disposition of these estates demonstrates that the western pagi 

of the Cotentin and Avranchin thus formed ‘un secteur où la présence ducale fut 

extrêmement puissante dès le début du XI
e
 siècle’.

17
 Hagger, however, has argued 

that the spread of these properties rather ‘emphasises Normandy’s lack of 

territorial integrity in the first years of the eleventh century’.
18

 Richard’s grant of 

these properties certainly shows that he must have had both land available in the 

region and a recognised right to distribute it as he saw fit. As the absence of any 

reference to estates in the Avranchin suggests, Hagger’s interpretation is closer to 

the realities of the duke’s position in Lower Normandy than van Torhoudt’s. 

Detailed analysis of both the geography and wider historical context of Judith’s 

                                                 
14

 Recueil, no. 23. 
15

 ibid., no. 32. 
16

 Arnoux, ‘Before the Gesta Normannorum’, pp. 33-4, 44. 
17

 van Torhoudt, ‘Les sièges’, p. 34. 
18

 Hagger, ‘How the west was won’, p. 24. 



 - 120 - 

dower reveals more about the limitations of ducal authority in the region and the 

methods used to increase it. 

 Two significant peculiarities emerge from such a study. Noticeably absent 

from Judith’s dower are any estates in the heartlands of ducal power – Upper 

Normandy itself. One way or another, however, Judith’s properties were still all 

easily accessible from the east. The latter point in particular illuminates the means 

by which ducal authority had marched westward. Lying on the extreme edge of 

Upper Normandy, Judith’s estates in the Lieuvin were positioned on the obvious 

overland path westward from Rouen into Lower Normandy. As Hagger points 

out, however, Judith’s estates in the northern Cotentin and Bessin were most 

easily accessed from Rouen by sea, via the two major ports of Caen and 

Cherbourg.
19

 The same can be said of those properties granted to monastic houses 

in both the Bessin and the northern Cotentin – the peninsula proper, surrounded 

on three sides by the sea – during this period. Maritime connections between 

Rouen and these Lower Norman ports were varied and extensive. Caen implicitly 

appears in a miracle collection from Saint-Wandrille, in a story involving a ship 

carrying grain from the estuary of the Orne, which runs through the town, to 

Rouen.
20

 The story of the miraculous transportation eastward of Saint-Marcouf’s 

roof to Fécamp may have been based on the extensive movement of building 

materials by sea.
21

 When at war with Alan III of Brittany in the 1030s, Richard 

II’s son, Robert the Magnificent, abandoned a planned naval expedition to 

England and instead sent his fleet, gathered in the Seine estuary, to ravage the 

Breton coast.
22

 Robert’s interest in shipping is confirmed by the grant of the island 

                                                 
19

 ibid., pp. 24-5. 
20

 Above, p. 15 n. 70. 
21

 Above, pp. 81-2. 
22

 GND, ii, pp. 77-9; S. Keynes, ‘The Æthelings in Normandy’, ANS 13 (1991), pp. 193-4. 



 - 121 - 

of Guetehou to Mont Saint-Michel by one Restald, the duke’s former ship-

master.
23

 The return of the bishops of Coutances in 1025 from exile in Rouen to a 

temporary residence at Saint-Lô, on the lower reaches of the Vire and thus 

accessible by sea provides further evidence of maritime transit and 

communication. Given the significance of the sea, navigable rivers and littoral 

regions to the initial Scandinavian settlement of Normandy, it should come as no 

surprise that the earliest evidence for the successful enforcement of ducal 

authority in Lower Normandy should also come from the hinterland around later 

coastal centres. The continuing significance of maritime connections is reinforced 

by the general geographical continuity of these major coastal sites. While the 

Vikings of the late ninth century had fortified the Cap de la Hogue and pillaged, 

then secured, Bayeux, Richard II established himself around the nearby towns of 

Cherbourg and Caen. Similarly, Saint-Lô, like Bayeux raided from the Seine in 

889, became the base for the bishops of Coutances returning from their refuge on 

the same eastern estuary. The ongoing importance of the maritime centres of Caen 

and Cherbourg for the successful government of Normandy throughout the 

eleventh century is also attested by William the Conqueror’s great outpouring of 

wealth in pursuit of their further development.
24

 As Hagger notes, the possibility 

of communication by sea means that Judith’s scattered estates need not suggest 

‘that the dukes had also brought the region between them under their control’.
25

 

Indeed, aside from Gunnor’s supposed dower estates of Livry and Domjean, later 

granted to Mont Saint-Michel,
26

 ‘there are no places mentioned in ducal acta in 

the Bessin before 1009 located west of a line from Bayeux through Tilly-sur-
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Seulles to Thury-Harcourt’.
27

 Similarly, there is no evidence for ducal possessions 

in the Avranchin or southern Cotentin until the last years of Richard II’s reign, 

when the duke granted property to Mont Saint-Michel there.
28

 Rather than being 

‘intérior et rural’,
29

 Judith’s estates in the northern Cotentin were almost certainly 

on the frontiers of ducal authority in the early years of Richard’s reign.
30

 

 Maritime concerns also had an important impact on the duchy’s external 

relations, most notably with Anglo-Saxon England. In 991, at the instigation of 

Pope John XV, Richard I and Æthelred the Unready made a pact agreeing not to 

aid their respective enemies.
31

 In Æthelred’s case that meant the various Viking 

fleets repeatedly attacking his kingdom, often from bases along the Norman coast. 

Whatever Richard I’s intentions, severing Norman connections with marauding 

Norsemen was not an easily achievable ambition. We have seen how pirate bands 

tried to dominate Rouen during his minority and played a vital role in defeating 

Richard’s French enemies in the 960s.
32

 If Richard I actively enforced this anti-

Viking policy, Richard II abandoned it – the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle noting that 

an invading Danish fleet withdrew to spend summer in Normandy in 1000.
33

 In 

the face of this betrayal, Æthelred launched a reprisal raid against Normandy. 

Landing at Val-de-Saire in the Cotentin, the Anglo-Saxons were defeated by a 

local force under the command of Neil the Elder, who was, as we shall see, well-

placed to take immediate action against the invaders.
34

 Cordial relations were at 

least partially restored by Æthelred’s marriage to Richard II’s sister, Emma in 
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1002,
35

 though William of Jumièges records that Richard happily accepted a share 

of the spoils from Sven Forkbeard’s invasion of England later that decade.
36

 

Richard II’s ever-changing relationship with both England and the Norsemen who 

beset it offers another insight into the extent of ducal authority throughout 

Normandy. Both Richard and his father were clearly interested in maintaining 

political contacts with their counterparts across the Channel, yet their persistent 

provision of harbours for Norse raiders and collaboration in the distribution of 

their booty obviously undermined these English interests. Such faithlessness 

probably derived as much from pragmatic necessity as from financial 

opportunism. Regardless of their wider English interests, the Norman dukes 

would have been hard-pressed to deny access to passing Norse raiders, who were 

just as capable of attacking Normandy as England. The dukes may simply have 

been unable to police the lengthy Norman coastline against visitors whose arrival 

may have been awaited enthusiastically by a local populace eager for a share in 

overseas spoils. Seen in this light, Æthelred’s dispatch of forces to the Cotentin 

(which he instructed his men to ravage indiscriminately, sparing only the holy site 

of Mont Saint-Michel) takes on a new significance. The Anglo-Saxon assault 

might be taken as suggestive of a particular involvement in ongoing cross-

Channel raids by the region’s inhabitants.
37

 

Tracing the origins of the emerging ducal presence in Lower Normandy is 

a difficult task. Richard II’s establishment in the northern Cotentin, revealed by 

Judith’s dower, probably owed much to his mother’s kindred. Gunnor’s brother, 
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37
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Arfast, appears as a notable landholder in this region, granting several estates to 

Saint-Père de Chartres, before retiring to that monastery in the early 1020s.
38

 

Arfast’s nephew, Bosolinus inherited part of the still unidentified Torgis Villa (the 

rest having been given to Saint-Père), but, unable to hold it due to violence and 

robbery, also ultimately entered the abbey.
39

 Hagger suggests that Richard II only 

inherited many of his maternal family’s estates late in his reign, after Arfast and 

Bosolinus’ retirement.
40

 Gunnor’s family may also have owned various properties 

in the Bessin, later passed to Mont Saint-Michel and it is possible, though hotly 

debated, that Arfast’s son, Osbern took his toponymic surname ‘de Crepon’ from 

the coastal town of that name near Bayeux.
41

 An association with the north 

Norman coast might account for a number of the traditions surrounding Gunnor’s 

family. Their supposed descent ‘from the most famous stock of Dacian nobles’ 

suggests recent emigration from overseas, though it is far more probable that 

Dudo invented this detail to give the ducal dynasty suitably august kin.
42

 Perhaps 

of greater significance were the circumstances surrounding Gunnor and Richard 

I’s initial meeting, which Robert of Torigny describes as occurring in Upper 

Normandy, at Saint-Vaast d’Équiqueville on the river Béthune near Arques in the 
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Pays de Caux, where Gunnor’s sister, Sainsfrida had married a local forester.
43

 If 

true – and having served as abbot of Mont Saint-Michel, Torigny probably had 

access to local evidence – this story confirms the existence of important early 

social connections along the north Norman coast.
44

 The dukes, by developing 

their own familial ties in this littoral area, could use such connections to 

successfully establish their own authority further west. 

Gauging how significant Gunnor’s western kindred were for the 

development of ducal authority throughout the duchy, not least in Lower 

Normandy, remains difficult. Gunnor’s grant of property in the Bessin to Mont 

Saint-Michel in 1015 does not predate her son’s involvement at the abbey, 

suggesting that familial influence had little role in the extension of ducal authority 

into the southern Cotentin and Avranchin. More interestingly, though Upper 

Norman families later traced their genealogical connections to the ducal house 

through relation to Gunnor’s kindred,
45

 there are few references to Lower Norman 

lineages linking themselves to the ruling dynasty in this manner, despite their 

presumed ties to Gunnor’s kin in the northern Cotentin.
46

 Indeed, there are few 

references to any sort of close familial relations between Lower Norman lineages 

and the ducal dynasty.
47

 When such links do appear, their origins are often late.
48
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Given the leading role supposedly played by Gunnor’s family in Lower 

Normandy, the absence of such traditions among local families is somewhat 

strange. The comparative shortage of available material from the region might be 

used to explain this lacuna. Such a suggestion is unsatisfactory, however, given 

the great interest in noble lineages shown by Robert of Torigny, himself a native 

of Lower Normandy.
49

 Though Torigny’s interpolations of the Gesta 

Normannorum Ducum were undertaken while he was still a monk at Bec, his later 

Chronicon, which also includes genealogical data, was completed during his 

abbacy at Mont Saint-Michel, a fine source of information on the ducal dynasty’s 

western relations, yet few relevant remarks are forthcoming.
50

 The same can be 

said of Wace, who was born in Jersey and whose ecclesiastical career began in 

Caen and ended in Bayeux.
51

 Furthermore, Lower Norman families were at least 

partially aware of their relationships with each other.
52

 The author of De statu 

                                                                                                                                      
Normandy and neighbouring Maine (below, pp. 150, 152). The notion that Richard was a 

companion of Rollo only appears in a now lost fifteenth-century pancarte of the Bohon’s 

Longueville descendants. Delacampagne, ‘Seigneurs, fiefs et mottes du Cotentin’, p. 186 records a 
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relationship, which should therefore probably be discounted (below, p. 126 n. 52; van Houts, 

Normans in Europe, p. 239 n. 48). 
49

 Robert of Torigny, ‘Chronica’, in Chronicles of…Stephen, Henry II, and Richard I, ed. Howlett, 

iv, pp. ix-x; ‘Extracts’, pp. 335, 339, 340, 343-4, for Robert’s nephew, Durand, provost of 
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 van Houts, ‘Robert of Torigni’, p. 215. 
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 van Houts, ‘Wace as  Historian’, pp. xxxv-xxxvii, for Wace’s life and career. 
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records Geoffrey of Coutances’ blood-ties to vicomte Neil the Younger. The latter 

family’s possible relationship with the Reviers lords of Néhou is recorded in a 

grant to Saint-Père de Chartres of c. 1060.
53

 Despite their mid-twelfth century 

date, Elisabeth van Houts has convincingly argued that there are many important 

historical details about Lower Norman families to be gleaned from both Torigny 

and Wace.
54

 So, too, what Torigny and Wace do not relate may be important. The 

absence of references to ducal kinship in the surviving Lower Norman 

genealogical traditions might suggest that Gunnor’s family were not as well-

connected as has usually been supposed.
55

 This dichotomy in Upper and Lower 

Norman familial traditions more probably demonstrates the continuing divisions 

within eleventh-century Norman society. While Upper Norman society was 

evermore centred upon the powerful ducal house, further west, despite increasing 

familial connections, the eleventh-century dukes remained distant figures, 

outsiders with whom local aristocrats only slowly established closer bonds. 

The ongoing need to strengthen ducal ties with Lower Normandy may also 

account for Richard’s decision not to endow Judith with any estates in Upper 

Normandy. His other grants demonstrate that Richard certainly had property to 

distribute there – indeed, his arrangements for Judith stand in stark contrast to the 

provisions made for other family members. Dudo’s early eleventh-century 

account of the rebel Riulf’s prophecy for Normandy – a land where all property 

and offices would be owned by the duke’s kinsmen – accurately recounts 

Richard’s contemporary creation of a series of new lordships for his close 
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 - 128 - 

relatives.
56

 With one notable exception,
57

 the great counties – compact lordships 

centred round major fortresses – that Richard created for his male kinsmen ringed 

Upper Normandy, protecting the approach to the ducal capital at Rouen from the 

direction of Lower Normandy, as much as from the rest of northern France.
58

 

While Judith’s estates in the Lieuvin – in the same region as the county of 

Brionne and property belonging to the count of Ivry – formed part of this 

framework, her extensive properties in the Bessin and northern Cotentin did not.
59

 

Judith’s use of her estates in these various regions, however, suggests that Richard 

was doing more than just keeping his wife clear of his own centres of landed 

wealth and authority. Judith used her dower to found and endow a new monastery 

at Bernay, the estates of which were confirmed by Richard II in c. 1025.
60

 Unlike 

most Norman monasteries of the period, Bernay was not built on the site of an 

earlier Frankish foundation, nor was it endowed with any former abbatial estates. 

Judith’s personal choice of site and endowment for Bernay thus offers a unique 

insight into her attitude towards her Norman estates. Situated in the Lieuvin and 

given the majority of Judith’s dower properties in that region, Bernay’s location 

close to the centres of ducal authority in Upper Normandy probably helped ensure 

the security of the new community. Judith’s choice, however, might also suggest 

that she was eager to retain properties further west in her own hands.  

Judith’s decision to retain her western estates, particularly those in the 

Cotentin, was probably related both to their geographical proximity to her Breton 

homeland and her pre-existing social contacts in the region. Richard II’s reign 
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provides few references to ducal vassals living in Lower Normandy.
61

 Van 

Torhoudt has suggested that Judith’s familial contacts in the west played a pivotal 

role in bringing local families into ducal service for the first time.
62

 Of these 

lineages, arguably the most important was that of vicomte Neil the Elder, whose 

name bears witness to the Hiberno-Norse origins of so many of the region’s 

inhabitants and whose dynasty would be associated from the twelfth century 

onwards with Saint-Sauveur.
63

 The vicaria…Kelgenas in the northern Cotentin, in 

which the dynasty’s property was concentrated, formed part of Judith’s dower.
64

 

Neil’s first charter appearance as vicecomes followed shortly after Judith’s death 

in 1017, when he witnessed Richard’s transferral of a number of his wife’s former 

properties in this region to Marmoutier.
65

 By this point, he was already a trusted 

figure in Norman government, having defended the Cotentin from Anglo-Saxon 

attack in c. 1000 and co-commanded the ducal castle of Tillières-sur-Avre on the 

border of the Évrecin, constructed after a combined Norman-Breton expedition 

against Odo of Chartres in 1013-14.
66

 Though a landholder in the northern 

Cotentin, Neil’s origins lay further south – he held estates on the 

Cotentin/Avranchin border, near those of his relatives, the lords of Montbray.
67

 

Neil’s chief southern seat was at La Colombe – given to Mont Saint-Michel by 

Richard II in a charter of 1022-26, which Neil witnessed.
68

 Van Torhoudt 

supposes that Neil came into possession of La Colombe only after 1027, but, 

while this may be true, the grant of 1022-26 represents neither Neil’s earliest 
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appearance in the region, nor his first connection with Mont Saint-Michel.
69

 A 

Neil, with whom Neil the Elder should probably be identified, appears without 

vicecomital title alongside several other western lords, including Gunnor’s 

brother, Arfast, witnessing Gunnor’s grant of two estates to the monastery in 

1015.
70

 In his later years, Neil, perhaps like several other family members, chose 

to end his days as a monk in the abbey.
71

 It seems possible, then, that Neil the 

Elder was an aristocrat from the southern Cotentin, who, through his association 

with Mont Saint-Michel, itself closely associated with the counts of Rennes at the 

turn of the eleventh century, came into first Judith’s, and subsequently the ducal 

dynasty’s service.
72

 Neil’s family enjoyed close connections to both Mont Saint-

Michel and the comital house of Rennes throughout the eleventh century.
73

 

4.3) Ecclesiastical Reform: Richard II and the Church in Lower Normandy 

 

Just as Richard had learnt from his father in seeking out a strategically valuable 

marriage, he also – as the probable role of Mont Saint-Michel in Neil’s 

recruitment suggests – learnt to use the Church to his advantage. At the beginning 

of Richard’s reign, ducal influence over Lower Norman ecclesiastical affairs 

remained limited. These limitations are arguably demonstrated by the decision to 

celebrate Richard and Judith’s marriage at Mont Saint-Michel. Though the 

frontier abbey might be thought a natural meeting place for the houses of Rouen 

and Rennes, the choice of Mont Saint-Michel as the wedding venue most 

probably reflected the monastery’s close association with the latter dynasty.
74

 

Judith’s father, Conan I and brother, Geoffrey I were both substantial benefactors 
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of the Mont.
75

 Both men also chose to be interred there.
76

 Rather than a neutral 

half-way house, the abbey church in which Richard married Judith in c. 1000 was 

thus a family monastery and mausoleum for the counts of Rennes – a community 

still dependent, in the absence of Norman benefactions before 1015, upon Breton 

and Manceaux donations and closely connected to those same region’s 

ecclesiastical establishments, whose officers regularly witnessed Montois charters 

and were sometimes former members of the Montois community.
77

 By the time of 

Richard’s death in 1026, the balance of influence at the Mont had shifted 

substantially. The Norman ducal family had become major benefactors of the 

abbey, supporting extensive building projects there. Montois monks were teaching 

in Rouen, while Upper Norman churchmen were increasingly involved in the 

ecclesiastical life of the community. Even the current abbot was a ducal 

appointee. While his father had shown little interest in the abbey, Richard’s 

influence during the latter part of his reign is well-documented and wide-ranging. 

The fulcrum around which this realignment of interests at the abbey took 

place was undoubtedly Count Geoffrey of Rennes’ death in 1008.
78

 Geoffrey left 

behind a Norman wife, two young sons and a power vacuum on Normandy’s 

western frontier. While the dual marriage alliance between the houses of Rennes 

and Rouen had further tied Richard, already the scion of a Cotentin family, into 

the pre-existing matrix of social relations in Lower Normandy, Geoffrey’s death 

presented another, greater opportunity that the duke pressed to the fullest 
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advantage.
79

 Geoffrey’s sons became wards at their uncle’s court and, as Potts 

noted, it seems more than mere coincidence that 1009, the year after Geoffrey’s 

death, saw Richard throwing his weight around at the border monastery of Mont 

Saint-Michel for the first time.
80

 In that year, Richard refused to appoint a co-

adjutor at the request of the then abbot, Mainard II. Instead, the duke removed 

Mainard from office, arguing that the abbot’s advanced age rendered him unable 

to discharge his duties properly and that he should thus be replaced entirely.
81

 

Richard took the unusual precaution of recording his provisions in a highly-

formalised charter, noting that he had reached his decision both at the monks’ 

request and having consulted his bishops and nobles.
82

 Dom Jean Laporte argued 

that the formality of Richard’s document suggested, despite his protestations, that 

he was imposing on the monks an abbot they did not want and that Mainard’s 

deposition was less to do with age and more to do with him falling out of favour.
83

 

Other evidence lends credence to Laporte’s suspicions. Mainard’s close 

connections with the comital house of Rennes are revealed by a copy of the annals 

of Saint-Sauveur, Redon, preserved at Mont Saint-Michel. These state that Count 

Geoffrey had appointed Mainard abbot of Redon, in addition to his post at Mont 

Saint-Michel and that Mainard retired there following his deposition from the 
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latter abbacy.
84

 Mainard survived at Redon as late as 1019; his obit was recorded 

at Mont Saint-Michel.
85

 There is a danger of misidentification here – as Laporte 

admitted, the name Mainard was not uncommon in the region.
86

 Nevertheless, it 

was as likely Mainard’s wider responsibilities in Brittany as his advancing years 

that initially led him to seek assistance at Mont Saint-Michel from Richard.
87

 If 

Mainard was responsible for approaching Richard, the plan backfired. Richard’s 

aid came at a price – Mainard’s age perhaps representing no more than a useful 

pretext for replacing an abbot whose interests lay more with Richard’s neighbours 

than with the duke himself. 

If Richard’s dismissal of Mainard reflects a growing involvement in and 

influence over Lower Norman affairs, the duke’s choice for Mainard’s successor 

and his subsequent interactions with the abbey reveal some surprising facts about 

Richard’s efforts to further his interests. Rather than inserting a trusted Upper 

Norman from the heartlands of ducal power as abbot, Richard’s appointment – a 

young, virtuous monk from the Montois community called Hildebert (1009-17) – 

was the son of Bernard, a Cotentin landholder.
88

 The duke may have had little 

choice in this matter. Mainard had possibly selected Hildebert as his potential co-

adjutor – De abbatibus notes that it was Mainard who appointed Hildebert as his 
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successor.
89

 Hildebert was in turn succeeded by another local man, his nephew 

Hildebert II (1017-23).
90

 The duke worked closely with these men, expanding the 

abbey’s landed endowment and financing an extensive rebuilding project at the 

Mont, supposedly begun in c. 1023.
91

  

Richard’s grants to the abbey demonstrate both a similar willingness to 

foster local connections and the continuing limitations of the duke’s position in 

Lower Normandy. Most of the estates Richard gave to Mont Saint-Michel were 

western ecclesiastical properties – the domains of the old abbey of Saint-Pair, the 

church of Chanteloup and its appurtenances, Montois estates formerly lost to the 

abbey and now restored.
92

 Richard’s other donations raise interesting issues of 

interpretation. Some estates, including Bricqueville, Flamanville and Vesly, lay 

along the coast of the northern Cotentin and Bessin, in areas where, as Judith’s 

dower has shown, ducal power was more firmly established. The status of these 

estates, however, is problematic. Hagger includes them in his survey of ducal 

demesne in the Cotentin, so casting them as properties held directly by Richard 

II.
93

 In the case of Mont Saint-Michel, however, it is unclear whether the estates 

granted by Richard were held directly by him or whether he was simply redrafting 

the obligations of these properties and their current holders. The widespread 
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holdings of Bricqueville, Flamanville
94

 and Lengronne are described as being held 

by one Grimbald; property at Vesly and on Jersey derived from Durand and Peter 

the Monk respectively.
95

 Together with Richard’s grant of La Colombe (soon 

afterwards associated with vicomte Neil the Elder) and Rouilly (held by abbot 

Hildebert I’s father, Bernard), these ducal donations might represent Richard’s 

role as overlord and confirmer of previous bequests, rather than as landholder.
96

 

Irrespective of their precise nature, the location of these properties also reveals the 

duke’s continuing dependence on maritime communication. Ducal property 

hugged the coast – both Chanteloup and Hérenguerville lay only three miles 

inland, while the abbatial estates of Saint-Pair were ‘bounded to the east by the 

public road to Coutances’ – the old Roman road that ran north from Avranches, 

straight and true, some fifteen miles inshore from the Cotentinois coast.
97

 The 

composition of Richard’s grants suggests that ducal resources in Lower 

Normandy remained limited and that much of the interior was still beyond their 

reach in the early 1020s. Nevertheless, Richard’s patronage of Mont Saint-Michel 

clearly demonstrates both his wider role as guardian and patron of the Norman 

Church and growing recognition of his authority in the region. Richard’s 

endowment of Mont Saint-Michel from his limited western resources, as opposed 

to from his more extensive eastern estates was a shrewd choice. Though Richard’s 

own position in Lower Normandy remained tenuous, Mont Saint-Michel, sat on 

the border of Brittany, Maine and Normandy and with easy access to the 

Cotentinois coastline, was well-placed to make the most of new properties in the 
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region.
98

 Furthermore, Richard’s grants tied Mont Saint-Michel into his grander 

designs for Norman monasticism, which saw the duke endow several Upper 

Norman houses, including Fécamp and Jumièges with scattered estates throughout 

the west.
99

 As with Mont Saint-Michel, these properties were often associated 

with Normandy’s former Frankish monasteries.
100

 Though right on the edge of the 

ever-expanding sphere of ducal influence, Richard’s actions show that Mont 

Saint-Michel was to be treated equally to its trusted Upper Norman counterparts. 

With Hildebert II’s death in 1023, Richard tried a new tack to increase 

ducal influence at Mont Saint-Michel still further by appointing one of his trusted 

Upper Norman reformers to the vacant abbacy. After a failed bid to install Suppo 

of Fruttuaria,
101

 Richard finally managed to insert Thierry of Jumièges. No 

Norman himself, but rather a disciple of William of Volpiano, the Italian reformer 

whom Richard had brought to establish monasticism at the formerly clerical 

community of Fécamp in 1001, Thierry was already abbot of Jumièges and custos 

of Bernay by the time Richard appointed him to Mont Saint-Michel in c. 1023.
102

 

Whatever Richard’s hopes, it seems probable that Thierry’s elevation to what was 

effectively his third abbacy did not go down well with the Montois community. 

The manner of Thierry’s appointment is suggestive of an earlier internal election 

for the vacant abbacy, which was subsequently overturned by order of the duke, 
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who instead inserted his own candidate. Whatever the precise nature of his 

appointment, Thierry was certainly far removed from his predecessors. While 

Hildebert I and II were clearly acceptable appointees as far as the duke was 

concerned, they were both members of the monastic community and local men 

with connections to the abbey’s other patrons. By contrast, Suppo and Thierry 

were outsiders without local links, whose positions relied entirely upon the duke – 

it would be strange had this not rankled with the monastic community. In the short 

term, such direct imposition of authority proved influential – Mont Saint-Michel’s 

contemporary re-construction in the Romanesque style owed everything to 

ducally-supported reformist intervention.
103

 In the long term, however, the duke’s 

efforts to control abbatial appointments led to a backlash against Norman 

influence at the Mont. The election that followed Thierry’s death in 1027 saw an 

internal candidate without Norman links selected – the Manceaux monk, 

Almod.
104

 Though Richard raised the ducal stock at the leading Lower Norman 

monastery a great deal, this reaction suggests he attempted too much too quickly. 

The ‘imposition of a more traditional monasticism’ at Mont Saint-Michel 

under Richard’s appointees may also have contributed to the re-location of 

Fromond, a Montois monk, to Rouen in the early eleventh century.
105

 Fromond 

found himself the subject of an extraordinary poetic diatribe, written during 

Richard II’s reign by Warner – a clerk, perhaps monk of Rouen – for his patron, 
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Archbishop Robert.
106

 Like so many Upper Norman accounts of the west, 

Warner’s attack on Fromond is characteristically derogatory.
107

 Warner portrays 

Fromond as a small-town monk drawn to the bright lights of big city Rouen, 

driven to break his vows of monastic obedience in pursuit of secular knowledge, 

money and material possessions.
108

 Warner clearly wanted nothing more than for 

the rustic Fromond to return to Mont Saint-Michel.
109

 The circumstances behind 

Warner’s critique, however, reveal a different picture. Warner felt compelled to 

write to the archbishop in defence of a local magister whom Fromond had 

publically denounced in the abbey church of Saint-Ouen, suggesting that the latter 

was frustrated ‘at the level of musical attainment there, and probably much 

else’.
110

 While Warner was keen to cast aspersions on Fromond’s literacy, it is 

clear not only that Fromond was an accomplished scholar, but that Mont Saint-

Michel had become a centre of musical theory more advanced than any in Upper 

Normandy.
111

 Rather than fleeing an increasingly strict regime at home, Fromond 

may thus have been specifically ‘brought to Saint-Ouen to share his 

knowledge’.
112

 This story serves as further testament to either the rapid re-

establishment of monastic life at the Mont in the late tenth century or its 

continuation throughout the difficult years of the ninth and early tenth 

centuries.
113

 More importantly, it suggests that Richard’s efforts to establish ties 

with the Lower Norman church were hampered by the self-interest of the Upper 

Norman clergy. Rouen’s ecclesiastical elite happily acquired property, relics and 
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authority in the west, but were unwilling to share their overwhelming access to 

ducal patronage with other deserving individuals and institutions. 

That Mont Saint-Michel was already an especially influential monastery, 

possessed of an international, rather than simply local reputation, cannot be 

denied. If King Æthelred’s desire to spare the monastery from pillaging was an 

invention of William of Jumièges, later Anglo-Saxon appreciation of the Mont’s 

pre-eminent status is confirmed by Edward the Confessor’s ‘grant’ of estates in 

England while living in exile in Normandy in the 1020s and 1030s.
114

 Keats-

Rohan has suggested that the earliest recorded grant made to the Mont establishes 

its considerable standing among the French proponents of the monastic reform 

movement. Involving property previously belonging to the ancient and powerful 

house of Marmoutier, the charter reveals Montois links with both that abbey and 

the even more prestigious house at Cluny, along with the latter community’s 

famous abbot, Mainol.
115

 By contrast, the rest of the Lower Norman church, 

despite surviving the Viking onslaught better than later chroniclers were prepared 

to admit,
116

 was nowhere near as well-established or influential. Nevertheless, the 

comparative failure of Richard’s efforts to restore the episcopal hierarchy and 

wider monastic life of the region remains surprising. Ineffective engagement with 

local society appears the most plausible explanation for Richard’s limited success. 

In terms of the western episcopate, Richard II’s reign saw only the most 

limited advance on the theoretical position set out by his father. In c. 990, Richard 

I had appointed the first bishop to the vacant see of Avranches since c. 862. In so 

doing, Richard staked a claim to the archdiocese of Rouen – and with it territories 

roughly conterminous with the bounds of the later duchy – for the first time. 
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While Richard I had established the duke’s right to appoint bishops to 

Normandy’s western sees, his appointees, as we have seen, played a negligible 

role within their dioceses. The bishop of Avranches soon retired to Mont Saint-

Michel; at Coutances, the restoration of the prebends, if it should even be assigned 

to Richard I, rather than his son, ended with the withdrawl of the canons back east 

to Rouen by Bishop Hugh (c. 990-1025), who continued to reside there.
117

 Hugh’s 

death brought the long exile of the bishops of Coutances to an end. Even then, 

however, his successors – the short-lived Herbert (d.c. 1025) and the translated 

Robert of Lisieux (1026-c. 1048) – fought shy of returning to Coutances, instead 

taking up residence in the ancient fortress-city of Saint-Lô, on the easternmost 

edge of their western diocese.
118

 The bishops’ choice of base suggests that 

newcomers to Lower Normandy faced continuing difficulties. Richard II’s estates 

in the northern Cotentin clustered around the maritime centres of Cherbourg and 

Caen, where contact with Upper Normandy could be maintained by sea. Situated 

some twenty kilometres inland on the navigable river Vire, Saint-Lô provided the 

bishops of Coutances with similar easy access back east. Saint-Lô also controlled 

the lowest crossing of the Vire and possessed a powerful castle, control of which 

rendered its bishops almost unique among the Norman episcopate, whose 

authority rarely had such a major military element.
119

 The frontier character of 

early eleventh-century episcopal life is clear. 

While the bishops of Coutances held their diocese at arm’s length, the 

early eleventh-century bishops of Avranches made greater efforts to engage with 

their charges. The end result, however, was much the same. A five-year gap 
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separated Norgod’s retirement and Maugis’ appointment in c. 1022. Maugis too 

wanted to retire to Mont Saint-Michel, but Abbot Hildebert II dissuaded him.
120

 

The impact these early bishops had in the Avranchin is hard to determine. The 

internal quarrel that arose during Hildebert I’s abbacy between Mont Saint-

Michel’s clerical and monastic communities over control of St. Aubert’s relics has 

been linked to the revival of the bishopric of Avranches.
121

 The eleventh-century 

Miracula (produced at the Mont by the same author as the Introductio)
122

 records 

that the canons unsuccessfully hid the relics of St. Aubert, the bishop of 

Avranches who had founded their community in 708, to prevent the monks taking 

possession of them.
123

 That the then bishop, Norgod, fomented this unrest seems 

extremely improbable given his personal interest in the monastic community. A 

more plausible explanation might be that the argument arose naturally after the 

discovery of St. Aubert’s lost skull (venerated at the Mont to this day) during 

construction work at the abbey.
124

 The monks’ acquisition of Aubert’s relics and 

the retirement (attempted or achieved) of two bishops to the Mont emphasise that 

the abbey continued to dominate ecclesiastical life in the early eleventh-century 

Avranchin. Maugis, at least, left some mark upon his diocese, laying the 

foundations in c. 1025, shortly before his death, of a new cathedral church in 

Avranches – a project that would take over a century to complete.
125

 

While Richard’s appointees struggled to assert themselves in their western 

dioceses, the duke looked to the religious houses of Upper Normandy and 
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northern France more generally to revive the fortunes of Lower Norman 

monasticism. As noted previously, the character of contemporary annals from 

Upper Norman institutions reflected their dual desire to justify the steady 

accumulation of estates in Lower Normandy and establish each individual 

institution’s primacy in so doing.
126

 Despite the survival of some form of 

ecclesiastical life in the region during the tenth century,
127

 Richard II clearly 

wanted to place ongoing ecclesiastical re-organisation throughout Rouen’s 

archdiocese in trusted hands. His reign thus saw ecclesiastical interests in Lower 

Normandy carved up between the great Norman houses of Fécamp, Jumièges, 

Saint-Ouen and Saint-Wandrille and French houses, such as Saint-Père de 

Chartres and Marmoutier.
128

 The distribution of property that followed tells a 

similar story to Richard’s provisions for his wife. As with Judith’s dower, the vast 

majority of these estates lay in the Lieuvin, the immediate vicinity of Caen and 

the eastern edges of the Hiémois. Explicit references to property in the two 

westernmost dioceses are rare. The Cotentinois estates given to Marmoutier, 

Saint-Père and Fécamp all lay in the north of the peninsula, within easy reach of 

the ducal centre at Cherbourg.
129

 Like Judith’s dower, they serve only to 

emphasise the geographical limits of ducal authority in the region. 

How far these limited efforts succeeded in encouraging the revival of 

monasticism in the region is open to debate. In Upper Normandy, Richard’s reign 

saw aristocratic families not only lend support to ducal foundations, but begin to 

found smaller religious communities of their own. Collegiate houses were 

established at Eu, Auchy-lès-Aumale, La Ferté-en-Bray and perhaps Auffay and 
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Gournay as well, followed by a glut of aristocratic monasteries from the 1030s 

onwards.
130

 By contrast, Lower Norman society was seemingly less eager to 

embrace either incoming monasteries or home-grown foundations. Richard’s 

reign affords only two examples of local benefactions to either French or Upper 

Norman houses. One was Arfast’s donation to Saint-Père in the 1020s. Given that 

Arfast was a member of the ducal kindred and a very holy man (he had reputedly 

infiltrated a heretical movement so as to better denounce it during the Orléans trial 

of 1022), his patronage is perhaps not indicative of the general attitude of Lower 

Norman society.
131

 A gift of property at Livry in the Bessin to Saint-Wandrille by 

one Albert is the only other contemporary example of local monastic patronage.
132

 

The origins of one of Lower Normandy’s earliest collegiate foundations might 

also be less suggestive of local interest in ecclesiastical reform than once thought. 

Converted to a monastery in the 1080s, the former collegiate community at Saint-

Sauveur-le-Vicomte is first referenced in a pancarte of the late 1130s, which 

states that it was founded ‘in the time of duke Richard and vicomte Roger’.
133

 

Tradition has dated the foundation to Richard I’s reign and identified Roger as an 

ancestor of Neil the Elder.
134

 Van Torhoudt, however, argues for a foundation 

date during Richard II’s reign and identified vicomte Roger not with Neil’s 

lineage, but with Roger I de Montgomery – vicomte in the Hiémois, but possessed 

of estates in the northern Cotentin, perhaps through his supposed marriage into 

Gunnor’s kindred.
135

 Richard II’s reign provides only one firm example of a 

                                                 
130

 Bates, Normandy, pp. 219, Map 11; Musset, ‘Les communautés des clercs séculiers’, pp. 7, 28-

9. 
131

 Cartulaire de Saint-Père, ed. Guérard, i, pp. 109-15; Douglas, ‘Ancestors’, pp. 62-4, 67-8. 
132

 Recueil, no. 7. 
133

 Regesta, no. 260; L. Delisle, Histoire du château et des sires de Saint-Sauveur-le-Vicomte 

suivie de pièces justificatives (Valognes, 1867), no. 48 – a tempore vetuli Ricardi comitis et Rogeri 

vicecomitis, qui ecclesiam inchoavit et liberam eam construxit. 
134

 Delisle, Saint-Sauveur, pp. 1-2. 
135

 van Torhoudt, ‘Les sièges’, pp. 25-7. 



 - 144 - 

Lower Norman landholder endowing a new religious community – Robert du 

Hommet’s establishment of a collegiate church at Saint-Fromond, notably 

founded on the site of an older Merovingian institution.
136

 

Lower Norman society’s general disinterest in ecclesiastical foundation 

and patronage has had a marked impact on modern studies of regional history. 

Describing the difference between the study of tenth- and eleventh-century 

Norman history, Bates noted that to emerge into the latter ‘is to leave darkness for 

bright sunlight. The sources suddenly become almost numerous, a fact which 

itself illuminates changed social conditions’.
137

 The continuing dearth of 

contemporary material for Lower Normandy demonstrates that the pace of social 

change in the duchy was far from consistent, even if its ultimate direction 

remained the same. Though the tragic destruction of the archives départementales at 

Saint-Lô by Allied bombing in 1944 clearly did cause the loss of many local 

documents, this dichotomy arguably runs deeper than a mere accident of survival. 

As we shall see, it is not until the second quarter of the eleventh century, with the 

establishment of ducal abbeys at Cerisy and Caen that the complexities of local 

society begin to emerge from a growing corpus of literary material. These ducal 

houses were followed by new local foundations at Lessay, Montebourg and Saint-

Sever from the 1050s onwards. The ever-increasing incidence of Lower Norman 

material over the course of the eleventh century not only charts changing local 

attitudes to monasticism, but also gives lie to the notion that there was necessarily 

much early eleventh-century documentary material to begin with. 
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4.4) Administrative Reform: Comites and Vicecomites in Lower Normandy 

Given the ongoing gulf between the interests of Upper and Lower Norman society 

revealed by patterns of ecclesiastical patronage, it comes as no surprise that 

Richard II largely relied upon members of the former to serve not only as bishops, 

but also as secular office-holders in his extensive programme of improving ducal 

administration. Richard’s reign saw the emergence of a number of official titles 

conferred upon those aristocrats who acted, in some sense, as the duke’s deputies, 

most notably comes and vicecomes. While the personnel and geographical 

distribution of these two offices were markedly different, an analysis of both 

ultimately supports the wider theme of Lower Normandy’s peripheral 

involvement with the duke during the first quarter of the eleventh century. Of the 

two titles, comes was associated exclusively with members of the ducal kindred. 

Dudo and William of Jumièges refer to Richard II’s uncle, Rodulf d’Ivry, as 

comes during Richard I’s reign, while Jumièges and an independent account 

describe how, soon after Richard II’s accession in 996, the new duke granted his 

half-brother William the castle of Exmes and county of Hiémois, which the latter 

lost upon rebelling soon afterwards.
138

 Contemporary documentary evidence, 

however, suggests that the comital title was not granted to ducal family members 

until the first decade of the eleventh century – with Rodulf acquiring the title 

between 1006 and 1011 and William not designated as such until 1015, by which 

time he had been forgiven and probably made count of Eu.
139

 Richard II, then, 

was ultimately responsible for the extension of the comital title to family members 

– a move best viewed in the context of his own experimentation with ducal 
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nomenclature.
140

 While the creation of the comital title arose partly from the need 

to compensate auxiliary members of the ducal kindred,
141

 Richard could also use 

such men, assuming they remained loyal, to advance his own authority. This new 

use of an old Carolingian title raises two questions pertinent to understanding 

early eleventh-century Lower Normandy – what powers did counts possess and 

where in Normandy were they to be found? 

The nature of comital authority has been subjected to repeated analysis. 

Douglas associated Normandy’s counts with the ancient Carolingian 

administrative sub-divisions of the pagi, also known by the tenth century as 

comitati or vicecomitati, seeing them as, in some sense, agents of ducal 

governance comparable to the vicecomes.
142

 While individual counts were often 

associated with a particular pagus,
143

 the estates held by each comes, usually 

culled from a mixture of ducal and ecclesiastical property covered only a fraction 

of the associated pagus. In the cases of Brionne and Ivry (the latter neglected by 

Douglas), there existed no obvious link between comital estates and an earlier 

Carolingian pagus.
144

 As Yver emphasised, the earliest geographical descriptors 

of comital office refer not to pagi, but to the counts’ possession of major towns 

and fortresses.
145

 Though control of such military and administrative centres and 

the later development of considerable judicial privileges within their domains lent 

Norman counts ‘something of an antique air of quasi-public authority’, for the 

most part they remained not officers of ducal governance, but autonomous lords 
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with prestigious titles and familial links to the ducal house, who, under the duke’s 

watchful eye, played a vital, trusted role in the defence of sensitive, usually 

frontier regions within the duchy.
146

 

The military dimension to the new counties reveals much about the 

geographical extent and interests of ducal authority. Richard II’s reign saw the 

establishment of five counties. Of these, all but one lay in the east – Ivry, Évreux, 

Eu and Brionne.
147

 Subsequently, eastern Normandy would see two further 

creations – Arques in the Conqueror’s reign and, more ephemerally, Exmes, 

supposedly granted to Richard II’s half-brother, William at the start of his reign 

and later briefly in the hands of Richard’s son, Robert.
148

 By contrast, western 

Normandy saw only a single comital creation in these years – Avranches/Mortain. 

The dichotomy in the treatment of Upper and Lower Normandy is further 

emphasised by the existence of a count at Brionne. As Bates states, all the 

Norman counties were ‘located at a strategic point on the frontier, Brionne 

included, since on the river Risle in central Normandy, it lay on the extreme edge 

of the region in which Richard II’s power was concentrated’.
149

 Judith’s estates 

around Bernay perhaps performed a similar function.
150

 The county of Ivry’s 

territorial make-up also reveals a contemporary interest in securing the line of the 

Risle, with Count Rodulf receiving estates along the river, possibly even before 

Richard I’s death in 996, if Robert of Torigny’s twelfth-century account is to be 

believed.
151

 The comital title saw little use beyond the Risle. Counts in the 
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Hièmois had only a transitory existence, while Bauduin explains Orderic’s 

assertion that Rodulf d’Ivry was ‘count of Bayeux’ as resulting from confusion 

with his son’s position as bishop in that city.
152

 While Rodulf possessed estates 

west of the Risle, near Caen, the bulk of his property remained in the east. Richard 

II and his successors thus ringed Upper Normandy with counties, designed to 

protect ducal authority not only against outsiders, but also, it must be assumed, 

against those parts of Normandy where ducal rule was not yet secure. 

The existence of a count of Avranches/Mortain thus represents something 

of a geographical anomaly, one which the limited source material available 

renders almost impossible to untangle. While there are complexities in the study 

of Upper Normandy’s early comital families, the history of the first counts of 

Avranches/Mortain is shrouded in almost impenetrable gloom – a degree of 

confusion that extends even to their geographical affiliations.
153

 This has led to a 

marked Anglo-French division in scholarly accounts of the early counts, only 

clarified by Potts in the 1990s.
154

 The grant of an allod at Tissey in the southern 

Cotentin to Mont Saint-Michel in c. 1015 by one Count Robert represents the 

earliest appearance of a count in the Avranchin.
155

 Unlike Richard II’s other 

brothers and half-brothers, Robert is entirely unmentioned in Norman chroniclers’ 

accounts, whether contemporary or later, of this period. His existence and 
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relationship to the duke is revealed solely by a small body of surviving charters.
156

 

Douglas posited that this Robert was a half-brother of Richard II, identifying him 

with both the Robert who witnessed Richard I’s grant to Fécamp in c. 990, 

attesting after Richard’s other known illegitimate sons and the Count Robert who 

witnessed, alongside Neil the Elder, Richard II’s grant of several properties in the 

northern Cotentin to Marmoutier during the abbacy of Everard (1013-20).
157

 

Douglas argued that this familial relationship was also evident in the Tissey 

charter, which states that the grant was approved by ‘Count Richard and 

Archbishop Robert and their mother Gunnor’, so identifying Count Robert as 

Richard II’s half-brother by another mother.
158

 As Potts notes, the comment in the 

Tissey charter need not in itself be evidence of a familial relationship between 

Count Robert and Richard II.
159

 Nevertheless, Douglas’ theory is supported by the 

Conqueror’s restoration of the church of Saint-James-de-Beuvron to the abbey of 

Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire, originally granted by ‘Richard, duke of the Normans and 

Robert, his brother’.
160

 The two men should most probably be identified with 

Richard II and Count Robert, as Robert’s grant of the church of Saint-James-de-

Beuvron, alongside that of Saint-Hilaire-du-Harcouët is independently recorded in 

the Vita Gauzlini – a life of Gauzlin, abbot of Saint-Benoît (1004-1030), 

composed in the 1040s by Andrew, a monk of that abbey.
161

 Robert’s final (and 

presumably posthumous) appearance in a Mont Saint-Michel charter, produced 
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during Maugis’ episcopate at Avranches (c. 1022-26), puts the count’s earlier 

grant of Tissey into perspective. The gift can have been little recompense for the 

slew of estates Robert was accused of having stolen from the monastery during 

his lifetime, all properties that Richard II vowed to return to the abbey in his 

charter extending and confirming its lands and privileges.
162

 

The county’s fate after Robert’s death has been the main source of 

scholarly debate. The Tissey grant details the make-up of the count’s immediate 

family. He had two wives (Bilihildis, followed by Ascelina) and three sons 

(William, Robert and Richard). Douglas assumed that William succeeded to his 

father’s estates, becoming known to history as William Werlenc, whom Orderic 

identified as the son of Count Mauger of Corbeil, another of Richard II’s half-

brothers.
163

 He dismissed as anachronistic and unprovable the copy, in a 

fourteenth-century vidimus, of an eleventh-century confirmatory charter by the 

Conqueror for Coutances cathedral, which included a grant of property and forest 

rights in the northern Cotentin and Bessin by one Count Richard of Mortain.
164

 

This evidence is supported, however, by the testimony of the Vita Gauzlini, which 

states that Gauzlin succeeded in regaining the churches of Saint-James-de-

Beuvron and Saint-Hilaire-du-Harcouët, granted to Saint-Benoît by Robert, ‘count 

of Avranches’, after they had been seized by his son and successor, Richard.
165

 

Richard was orginally a novice at the abbey, but on the death of his brothers 

(William and Robert, who, notably, attest before him in the Tissey charter) his 

father withdrew him from the house to succeed him, which he duly did at some 
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point between 1015 and the end of Richard II’s reign. Robert’s grant, then, may 

have represented an entrance gift upon his son’s admission to the monastery, 

which, following his exit, Richard felt justified in recouping, particularly given 

the Vita’s comment that he found the lands left to him by his father insufficient.
166

 

The Vita adds that Richard subsequently rebelled unsuccessfully against Duke 

Richard. After the count’s flight across the sea, Duke Richard willingly returned 

the contested properties. Richard II’s reign, then, witnessed both the creation and 

suppression of the first comital dynasty of Avranches/Mortain. 

Regardless of the eventual outcome, Richard II’s ability to appoint a 

family member as a count in Lower Normandy, particularly in the Avranchin 

where, despite growing links with Mont Saint-Michel, his authority seems to have 

been at its weakest, was an astounding achievement. Questions remain, however, 

about how Richard orchestrated Robert’s introduction to the region and what the 

counts’ activities reveal about ducal authority there. The origins of Robert’s 

territorial endowment are especially obscure. As discussion of Mont Saint-Michel 

has revealed, there is little evidence for extensive ducal possessions in the 

southern Cotentin even by the close of Richard’s reign.
167

 Where, then, did 

Richard find the resources to endow a count in the Avranchin earlier in his reign? 

One explanation might lie in the mystery surrounding Robert’s parentage. One of 

Richard I’s bastards, nothing is known of Robert’s mother. Might she, like 

Gunnor, have hailed from Normandy’s western pagi, so providing her son with a 

pre-existing familial interest there? Though mere supposition, strong western 

connections would explain the counts’ almost total absence from the ducal court, 

with no recorded eastern appearances after Robert’s attestation of Richard I’s 
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Fécamp charter in c. 990.
168

 Robert’s marriage to Bilihildis, whom Keats-Rohan 

identifies with the sister of another Montois patron, Ivo fitzFulcoin – a scion of 

the comital dynasty of Maine who restored substantial estates to the abbey in the 

borderlands between Brittany, Maine and the Avranchin in c. 1000 – represents 

another possible sign of early, perhaps pre-existing involvement in the region.
169

 

The marriage probably occurred early in Richard II’s reign, as by 1015 Robert had 

both remarried and sired three sons (perhaps by his second wife), of whom 

Richard, old enough to succeed him in the years after 1015, was the youngest.
170

 

Whatever the source and nature of the new county’s endowment, Robert evidently 

considered his existing estates insufficient. His extensive despoliation of Mont 

Saint-Michel’s estates demonstrates both the count’s own desire to extend his 

property and the duke’s continuing unwillingness or inability to act in Lower 

Normandy. While Richard might have chosen to turn a blind eye to his half-

brother’s despoliations, this seems unlikely given his contemporaneous efforts to 

improve relations with the Mont. This theme of stretched territorial resources 

recurs with Count Richard’s seizure of Saint-Benoît’s estates, specifically because 

he found his inheritance insufficient to meet his needs. Whether Count Richard’s 

failed rebellion pre- or post-dated Richard II’s restoration of the estates taken 

from Mont Saint-Michel by Robert is unknown. It remains possible, then, that the 

young count was driven to desperate measures by the duke’s own increasingly 

                                                 
168
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direct involvement in Lower Norman affairs. Despite this eventual rebellion,
171

 

the methods used by this first comital dynasty in Lower Normandy – local 

marriage alliances and ecclesiastical patronage – were those of the duke himself, 

employed on a smaller scale. A combination of sheer distance and pursuit of 

personal interests seemingly limited both Robert and Richard’s contacts with the 

duke and their usefulness as agents of his authority.
172

 

While his own family proved untrustworthy, Richard II’s relations with 

the men who filled the office of vicecomes in the western pagi appear to have 

been far more cordial and successful. Whereas the Norman counts appointed by 

Richard during the first half of his reign were drawn purely from his kinsmen, the 

vicecomites enjoyed no such familial connections and were often, like many of 

Richard II’s bishops, ‘relatively obscure Upper Norman landholders’.
173

 

Differences remained, however, between the vicecomites of Upper and Lower 

Normandy and these too reveal much about the nature of ducal authority in the 

latter region during the first quarter of the eleventh century. The role of the 

vicecomites, like that of the early Norman counts, remains subject to debate. 

While Norman counts were often associated with a former Carolingian pagus, 

their actual estates, as we have seen, covered only a fraction of each pagus. By 

contrast, each vicecomes was responsible for numerous activities throughout a 

given administrative unit, dubbed their vicecomitatus or comitatus and usually, 

though not always, conterminous with an earlier Carolingian pagus.
174

 The 
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continuity implied by the geographical congruity between the Carolingian and 

Norman periods has led many commentators to argue that the responsibilities of 

the Norman vicecomites were similarly equivalent to those of their Carolingian 

predecessors – maintaining public order, administering justice, gathering and 

leading regional military forces and collecting local revenues from ducal 

properties and prerogatives.
175

 Such views, however, overlook the lengthy 

absence of vicecomites from Norman records following the Scandinavian 

invasion. Vicecomitati first re-appear in Richard I’s charters, but, as noted 

previously, these documents survive only as later copies of lost originals – they 

may well include interpolated, anachronistic terminology.
176

 Richard II’s reign 

provides the first reference to an individual vicecomes, but not until Robert the 

Magnificent’s reign is a named vicecomes specifically associated with a particular 

vicecomitatus.
177

 Richard II’s reign perhaps saw a marked revival of the office 

after the partial breakdown of the Carolingian system in the tenth century, as use 

of the title appears to have steadily increased under his rule. Gunnor’s grant to 

Mont Saint-Michel in 1015 was attested by two vicecomites, Tescelin and 

Anschetil, but six of the remaining witnesses bore the same names as individuals 

associated with vicecomital office from c. 1020 onwards – Osmund, Geoffrey, 

Neil, Wimund, Odo and Thurstan.
178

 A gradual restoration of the office is also 

hinted at by Hagger’s recent revisionist work on the nature of vicecomital 
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authority. He suggests that vicecomites played a far more limited role in ducal 

government than previously thought, largely confined to administering ducal 

property and rights within their vicecomitates and only involving themselves in 

military and judicial matters infrequently, in an ex officio capacity.
179

 Whatever 

their precise role, the wider geographical remit of the vicecomites and their 

involvement with ducal property and prerogatives made them more immediate, 

public representatives of ducal authority than the duke’s own relatives, the counts, 

who were little more than particularly powerful landholders. 

Beneath this general portrait, however, significant variations between the 

vicecomites of Upper and Lower Normandy remain. Despite the difficulty of 

matching individual vicecomes to their territorial charges, it has traditionally been 

assumed that the number of vicecomites recorded in eleventh-century Normandy 

at any one time equalled the twelve Carolingian pagi from which the duchy was 

formed. As Bates notes, however, this view is not unequivocally supported by the 

available evidence.
180

 While twelve vicecomites witnessed Richard II’s 

confirmatory charter for Judith’s foundation at Bernay in 1025, this list did not 

include Anschetil, known to be vicecomes of the Bessin both before and after that 

date.
181

 The turn-over in personnel during the period 1014 to 1026, when twenty-

one vicecomites administered the supposed twelve pagi is also suggestive of a 

numerical disparity.
182

 This discrepancy might be partially explained by the 

twelve Carolingian pagi being joined in the years before 1066 by references to the 

vicecomitati of Bayeux, Fécamp, Coutances and Gavray, among others.
183

 Yet, as 
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the dowers for both Richard II’s wife, Judith and Richard III’s bride, Adela reveal, 

the situation in Lower Normandy may have been even more complicated. 

In Upper Normandy, Carolingian administrative structures had survived 

the tumult of the ninth and tenth centuries largely intact – not just the territorial 

make-up of the units themselves (which, in some cases, bestrode the political 

frontier with France), but also their original Frankish names.
184

 Further west, 

however, both Judith and Adela’s dowers reveal increasing irregularities in the 

earlier Carolingian system. The terminology and toponymy used in Judith’s dower 

provides the earliest evidence of such changes. As noted previously, Judith’s 

dower consisted of three broad clusters of property spread throughout Lower 

Normandy – a distinction made as much in the grant itself as by later historians 

charting the location of these holdings on modern maps. The dower document 

describes the first set of estates as lying in pago videlicet Sisoiense – the old 

Carolingian pagus of the Lieuvin. The next two groups, however, were located by 

reference not to the pagi in which they lay, but to their appropriate vicariae – 

Cingal and Kelgenas.
185

 While the absence of any mention of the wider pagi of 

the Bessin and Cotentin respectively may, at a push, be taken as indicative of a 

temporary breakdown in earlier administrative structures, the treatment of the 

vicariae certainly illustrates one major change from the pattern of administrative 

continuity common in Upper Normandy. Though the vicariae were themselves 

old Carolingian units with Frankish names, by the eleventh century Judith’s 

Cotentinois vicaria was identified by a Scandinavian toponym – the unidentified 

Kelgenas. While Judith’s dower hints at changes, the terminology and toponymy 
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of Richard III’s grant to Adela in c. 1027 are even further from the established 

Carolingian system. In addition to the comitati of Coutances and Bayeux (which, 

as the further specification of the civitatem que appellatur Constancia 

demonstrates, were presumably separate from the urban centres themselves), 

Adela was granted the pagi of Saire (Sarnes), Rosthelnensis, Helgenes, La Hague 

(Haga) and Bauptois (Balteis).
186

 All of these pagi and, indeed, both the civitas 

and comitatus of Coutances lay within the bounds of the greater Carolingian 

pagus of the Cotentin. All these so-called pagi also bore names that were clearly 

Scandinavian, rather than French in origin.
187

 This transformation bears witness 

not only to the Cotentin’s significant Scandinavian heritage, but also to the 

comparative irrelevance of earlier administrative systems in a region 

‘particulièrement éloignée du centre d’autorité rouennais’.
188

 While the broad 

framework of the Carolingian system clearly survived in Lower Normandy (as 

demonstrated by the continuing existence of the Cotentin, Avranchin and Bessin 

as administrative units), the anomalous use of terminology in these two dowers
189

 

suggests that Richard II was forced to partially (and inaccurately) restore local 

administrative structures, based on the pre-existing Carolingian system with 

which he was familiar from Upper Normandy.  

If Lower Norman administrative structures were atypical of those found 

elsewhere in the duchy, so too those individuals who held vicecomital office in 

the region during Richard II’s reign stand apart from their eastern contemporaries. 
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The vast majority of Richard’s household officers, vicecomites and even bishops 

appear to have come from comparatively lowly Upper Norman families.
190

 Only 

in the 1030s and 1040s did powerful Upper Norman families begin to assert 

hereditary control over these offices of state.
191

 For the most part, Richard II’s 

vicecomites left only fleeting traces in the contemporary charter corpus and 

seemingly played little role in the foundation of these later office-holding 

dynasties.
192

 Richard’s Lower Norman vicecomites, however, were exceptional in 

both respects, being local men who clearly did establish long-lasting families 

closely associated with their respective offices. It is difficult to consider Neil the 

Elder, with his Hiberno-Norse name, his extensive ecclesiastical and social 

contacts in the region and estates throughout the Cotentin, as anything other than a 

local man come good, whatever his connection to Richard’s first wife, Judith.
193

 

Furthermore, Neil’s command of armies and castles and frequent appearances in 

both charter and chronicle sources from across Richard’s reign mark him out as 

one of the duke’s most powerful and trusted adherents.
194

 Despite rebellion and 

deposition, the dynasty Neil established would remain closely associated with 

vicecomital office in the Cotentin into the mid-twelfth century.
195

 Neil’s 

counterpart in the Bessin, Anschetil, also first emerges under Richard, witnessing 
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ducal acta more regularly in Robert’s reign.
196

 He established a family that 

eventually dominated the vicecomitati of both the Bessin and Avranchin.
197

 The 

Alveredus vicecomes who witnessed two of Richard II’s charters should perhaps 

be identified with another leading Lower Norman landholder of the time, Alfred 

the Giant of Gavray, who first appears witnessing a Bellême charter in c. 1025, 

before becoming one of Duke Robert’s military commanders in the 1030s.
198

 

4.5) Conclusion 

Rather than being imposed through the threat of force, ducal authority in early 

eleventh-century Lower Normandy depended upon the co-operation of local elites 

and institutions. Whereas Richard II favoured lowly figures as vicecomites in 

Upper Normandy, his courting of well-established local families in Lower 

Normandy secured an influential cadre of regional officers who contributed more 

extensively to ducal government than any of their peers. The careers of Richard’s 

kinsmen, the counts of Avranches/Mortain suggest that they also understood the 

importance of establishing strong local relationships. Count Richard’s eventual 

rebellion, however, emphasises the division between local experience and outside 

talent that has been rehearsed throughout this analysis of Richard II’s reign. At 

Mont Saint-Michel, ducal influence waxed ever stronger during Richard’s reign, 

but relations with the community differed, both in the long- and the short-term, 

depending on whether the abbot was a local or an outsider, whether they had 

ducal support or not. Mont Saint-Michel itself rose above it all, remaining both 

the equal of (perhaps, in some ways, superior to) its Upper Norman peers and an 
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ecclesiastical force not just in Lower Normandy, but in the neighbouring Breton 

and Manceaux borderlands as well, overshadowing ducal attempts to introduce 

and embed other monastic houses and episcopal appointees in the region. Lower 

Norman aristocrats appear to have embraced the ducal example of ecclesiastical 

patronage much later than their eastern counterparts. Of those Lower Norman 

foundations that there were, some, most notably Saint-Sauveur, perhaps owed 

their origins to Upper Norman nobles, who, like the duke himself, were slowly 

establishing themselves in the region. Such colonisation, alongside the appearance 

of Neil the Elder and his colleagues in ducal service, evince extensive 

contemporary contact between Upper and Lower Normandy. Nevertheless, both 

the difficulties outsiders faced in establishing themselves in the region and the 

limited local (and, sometimes, Upper Norman) support for Richard’s wider 

ecclesiastical programme suggest that such contact was, to some degree, on 

Lower Normandy’s own terms, no matter how much Richard may have wanted to 

set the pace with his ecclesiastical and secular appointments. 

That this was the case should come as no surprise. The preceding analyses 

of both the geographical composition of ducal estates and familial contacts in the 

region have demonstrated that Richard II was not nearly so well-established or 

connected in Lower Normandy as has been previously supposed. Richard 

consolidated his authority in the east by ringing Rouen with powerful counties 

controlled by trusted family members; in Lower Normandy, his authority, like that 

of his Viking predecessors, reached only so far inland. Just as in the tumultuous 

ninth and tenth centuries, Normandy’s coast and rivers remained vital 

thoroughfares of power – the primary medium through which Richard projected 

his authority over the western reaches of his duchy, starting in the northern 
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Cotentin and gradually extending southward. Despite Gunnor’s presumed local 

links, Richard remained disconnected from Lower Normandy’s leading families, 

who displayed little interest in propagating ties to the ducal house, whether real or 

imagined. Indeed, it was Richard’s Breton wife, Judith who apparently played the 

leading role in establishing connections with local landholders. It was not until the 

retirement of his uncle, Arfast to Saint-Père in c. 1020 that Richard appears as a 

major landholder in the southern Cotentin. The partial breakdown of Carolingian 

administrative systems, which remained largely intact further east, is also 

indicative of Lower Normandy’s continuing distance from the duchy’s Upper 

Norman heartlands. 

By the time of his death in 1026, Richard II had advanced the cause of 

ducal power in Lower Normandy enormously. Despite the slow pace of 

ecclesiastical revival in the region and the qualified success of the first counts of 

Avranches/Mortain, Lower Normandy’s native landholders had come to recognise 

Richard’s authority and serve in his administration. Ducal influence at Mont 

Saint-Michel had also become a political reality, celebrated by Richard’s grant of 

c. 1025. It is worth recalling, however, that Richard’s greatest advances were 

made during the power vacuum that followed the death of his former ally, 

Geoffrey I of Rennes in 1008. With Geoffrey’s half-Norman sons in Richard’s 

care and Richard’s sister administering her husband’s Breton county, one of 

Richard’s natural rivals in Lower Normandy was temporarily out of the way. It 

was in this context that Dudo penned his work extolling Rollo’s ancient, royally-

granted rights over Brittany.
199

 The years following Richard II’s death, however, 

would see Geoffrey’s son and heir, Alan III, come of age. Faced with a resurgent 
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Brittany, the reigns of Richard’s sons would see the extension of ducal authority 

over Lower Normandy seriously challenged for the first time. As will be shown in 

the next chapter, while Richard III and Robert the Magnificent were up to the 

task, this and other challenges reveal yet more about the duke’s relationship with 

the furthest reaches of his realm. 
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Chapter 5) War in the West: The Triumph of Robert the Magnificent 

5.1) Family Matters Revisited: Richard III, Adela and Lower Normandy  

Just as Richard II had faced rebellion following his accession to the dukedom, so 

too his eldest, favoured son, Richard III, was beset by difficulties after his father’s 

death on 28 August 1026.
1
 Probably in the hopes of securing fraternal loyalty, on 

his deathbed Richard II granted his younger son, Robert, the Hiémois to hold 

under his brother.
2
 Richard’s attempts at fairness proved in vain. Robert soon 

rebelled against Richard III, holding his recently-received county in contempt and 

eventually withdrawing to Falaise, where he was subsequently besieged by the 

new duke.
3
 Richard no sooner secured his brother’s submission and returned to 

Rouen than he died, on 6 August 1027, apparently murdered by poisoning – the 

first of several such allegations at the mid-eleventh-century Norman court.
4
 

Lasting less than a year, Richard III’s brief reign nevertheless reveals much about 

the development of ducal authority in Lower Normandy, largely as a result of the 

young duke’s marital and extra-marital relations. While Richard was largely tied 

up with military operations against his brother, he also found time to prepare a 

dower for his betrothed, Adela. Though the wedding itself may never have taken 

place, this document remains of considerable importance and not simply in the 

administrative field discussed already above.
5
 

 Adela is an interesting, mysterious figure in her own right. Traditionally 

identified with the daughter of Robert the Pious of France and later wife of Count 

                                                 
1
 Garnett, ‘‘Ducal succession’, pp. 91-3 dismisses the traditional view that Richard II had already 
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2
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5
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Baldwin V of Flanders,
6
 the latter marriage may account for the claims of 

consanguinity subsequently raised against William the Conqueror and Matilda’s 

marriage.
7
 The survival of two copies of the dower in the cartularies of Saint-

Pierre d’Aire-sur-la-Lys, founded by Baldwin is suggestive, but no more.
8
 The 

absence of any firm contemporary evidence for this identification has led to 

challenges from both van Houts and Hagger. William of Jumièges described 

Adela of France as still being an infant when she married Baldwin, strongly 

implying that she could not have been married previously.
9
 When discussing 

Richard’s marriage to Adela, Jumièges made no reference to any royal 

connections, which we might expect had she really been the French king’s 

daughter.
10

 The likelihood is that Richard and Baldwin’s Adela were two different 

individuals. Hagger suggests that, like Gunnor and Judith before her, Adela 

already had important familial connections in Lower Normandy and may have 

been chosen as a bride and granted substantial ducal estates in the region for that 

very reason.
11

 That Richard was not above using familial ties to strengthen ducal 

connections in Lower Normandy is supported by the marriage of his own 

illegitimate daughter, Alice to Rannulf, vicomte of the Bessin – though this 

marriage may post-date Richard’s death.
12

 Both Alice and, perhaps, Adela’s 

marriages illustrate the dukes’ continuing desire to bind Lower Norman families 

ever closer to them, by whatever means available. 
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Whether of royal birth or not, Richard III undoubtedly intended his bride, 

like Gunnor and Judith before her, to play a major part in the expansion of ducal 

authority in Lower Normandy. Though Bates suggested that Richard III may have 

been forced to give Adela property in the Cotentin due to the depletion of ducal 

resources in Upper Normandy, Hagger notes that later dukes freely gave estates 

further east to both wives and monasteries until the mid-eleventh century.
13

 The 

deliberate choice of dower for Adela, almost exclusively composed of property in 

the Cotentin, demonstrates the steady westward progression of ducal grants, the 

intensification of ducal authority and continuing dynastic ambitions in this region. 

The majority of Adela’s properties lay in areas where ducal authority was already 

established – in the northern Cotentin, where Judith had received land,
14

 the Vire 

valley, to which the bishops of Coutances had returned in 1025,
15

 and the 

emerging economic powerhouse of Caen on the coast of the Bessin.
16

 Further 

assessment of these properties indicates both how far ducal authority in the region 

had advanced since Richard II’s dower for Judith and the continuing constraints 

upon it. Judith was provided with a slew of rural estates in the northern Cotentin 

that were ‘widespread, undeveloped [and] insecurely held’.
17

 By 1026, the region 

had been totally transformed. Castles – administrative and military centres of 

ducal governance, as well as visual symbols of their authority – now stood at 

Cherbourg, Brix and Le Homme. A new administrative framework had been 

imposed, seemingly covering the entirety of the peninsula proper, with the five 
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 Bates, Normandy, pp. 152-3; Hagger, ‘How the west was won’, pp. 30-31. 
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pagi of Saire, Bauptois, La Hague and the unidentified Rosthelnensis and 

Helgenes reporting to Adela. As discussed above, the unusual mixture of 

Carolingian terminology and Scandinavian toponyms suggests that Richard II had 

tried to import a system familiar from Upper Normandy which had broken down 

further west, perhaps not simply for administrative reasons, but also ‘to establish 

the legitimacy of ducal rule over the region’.
18

 In the northern Cotentin, then, 

ducal power had come of age through a combination of methods, including 

military architecture, complex administration and claims to the rightful 

inheritance of a reinstituted pseudo-Carolingian infrastructure. 

 Yet Adela also received property in areas where ducal authority had until 

c. 1026 been poorly attested, namely the southern Cotentin.
19

 She held the city 

and comitatus of Coutances and estates at Ver, Cérences, Agon, Percy and 

Hambye.
20

 This represented a marked change from the earliest at all reliable 

account of ducal property transactions in the Avranchin and Cotentin discussed 

previously, namely Richard II’s great charter of c. 1022-25, which confirmed, 

expanded and restored Mont Saint-Michel’s holdings.
21

 This grant included 

former ecclesiastical estates, properties closely associated either therein or soon 

afterwards with local families and lands supposedly gifted by William 

Longsword. All were within twenty miles of the Cotentinois coast. Adela’s dower 

confirms the recent dependence upon the coastline. Richard III granted her all of 

the comitatus of Coutances, save for two properties granted to Archbishop Robert 

of Rouen, probably at Varreville and Saint-Marcouf – both, like the properties in 
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the Mont Saint-Michel grant, hugging the coast of the Cotentin peninsula.
22

 The 

remainder of Adela’s dower, however, suggests a considerable advance in ducal 

authority in the southern Cotentin in the mid-1020s. Her estates extended 

considerably further inland than those granted previously, with Percy and Hambye 

sitting on the upper reaches of the river Sienne. Given the greater geographical 

range of these grants and absence of castles amongst the properties concerned, 

Hagger concluded both that ‘domination had been effected more peaceably in that 

area [and] that ducal control had now been imposed across the Cotentin as a 

whole’.
23

 This is, perhaps, going a little too far. No castles were recorded amongst 

Judith’s estates in the northern Cotentin at the turn of the eleventh century, but 

they had subsequently appeared by the time of Adela’s dower. The absence of 

castles, then, might instead represent the nascent stage of ducal authority in the 

southern Cotentin in 1026 rather than a completely successful, peaceful takeover. 

Certainly castles would later be built at several of these sites, including Cérences. 

The very existence of a comitatus of Coutances, apparently separate from the 

comitatus of the Cotentin by 1042, is itself peculiar and suggests that, as in the 

north, the dukes had made something of a hash of reconstructing a pseudo-

Carolingian administrative framework in recently-acquired territory.
24

 The limited 

development of ducal rule over these properties perhaps owed much to their likely 

origin. Hagger suggests that they were inherited from Gunnor’s kindred, perhaps 

after her brother, Arfast withdrew into the monastery of Saint-Père de Chartres in 
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the early 1020s or when his nephew, Boselinus abandoned his share of his uncle’s 

estates due to the deprivation of outlaws soon afterwards.
25

 

These arrangements also emphasise the vital role played by maritime and 

riparian connections in spreading ducal property and power westward. Adela’s 

estates in the southern Cotentin all lay along the Sienne valley – Coutances and 

Agon at the river mouth, Ver and Cérences controlling important crossings, Percy 

and Hambye amongst its headwaters. Richard’s charter identifies the estates to be 

granted by reference to the sea and rivers. Ver and Cérences are described as lying 

super fluvium Sane; in the Bessin, Caen lies super fluvium Olne; Agon is a curtem 

supra mare; while Portbail sita est super aquam Jor fluctum – this last literally 

describing the abbey’s location on the estuary of the river Gerfleur, ‘on the 

waving water of the Gerfleur’.
26

 The location of these properties was no accident 

of geography. While the sea and rivers were certainly convenient local landmarks 

for identifying estates, they also enter Adela’s dower, both implicitly and 

explicitly, as sources of wealth and means of communication. Lying on the Vire, 

though not specifically associated with it in the text, Esglandes was granted ‘with 

its waters and fisheries’ and Richard also gave the aquae of the pagi of Bauptois 

and Saire.
27

 More obviously, the abbey of Portbail, the pagi of Saire, La Hague, 

Rosthelnensis and Helgenes and Caen itself were all granted cum portu maris and 

much of the wealth of the market also granted at Caen must have derived from the 

maritime and riparian trade that passed through such harbours. 

Lower Normandy had offered immense opportunities during Richard II’s 

reign. The progression in ducal authority evident in Adela’s dower demonstrates 

that those opportunities had not been wasted. Nevertheless, we should not assume 
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that even in the Cotentin everything was done and dusted by c. 1026. Richard III’s 

provision for his new bride itself represented a further attempt to shore up and 

extend ducal control over recently-acquired possessions. Of course, the growing 

security of the ducal position in Lower Normandy is as much evidenced by the 

context of Adela’s dower as by its content. As a result of Robert’s rebellion in the 

Hiémois, central Normandy in 1026-7 was a major theatre of military activity. 

Richard III clearly felt secure enough in his hold over the duchy to provide for his 

future bride in the most geographically distant part of his realm – the ease and 

regularity of passage along the coast bypassing Normandy’s troubled central 

districts. Much remained to be done, however, before the strength of ducal rule in 

the southern Cotentin, let alone in the Avranchin matched that attained in the 

peninsula proper over the course of the preceding quarter-century. Ultimately, 

Adela played no part in the ongoing story – Richard’s untimely death cut short his 

ambitious plans for her. Instead, his rebellious brother and successor as duke was 

to take a far more direct role in Lower Norman affairs. 

5.2) War & Influence: Duke Robert, Brittany and Mont Saint-Michel 

As we have seen, Richard II’s plans for his younger son, Robert, ultimately came 

to naught. His intentions, however, are revealing. Lying south-south-east of the 

coastal entrepot of Caen and south-west of the existing countships of Brionne and 

Évreux, Robert’s placement in the Hiémois, irrespective of the precise nature of 

his role,
28

 represented a marked extension inland of ducal interests. Robert’s 

continuing involvement in the region during the late 1020s, including his 

relationship with Herleva and campaign against the Bêlleme family near Alençon 

(whose hold over the bishopric of Sées had been briefly broken already by 
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Richard II), provides further evidence of growing ducal ambitions in the interior.
29

 

Nevertheless, the civil war that followed Richard III’s accession has been seen as 

inaugurating a period marked ‘by the disintegration of ducal government, and by a 

complex transformation in the powers and organisation of the aristocracy’.
30

 The 

following quarter-century saw the Norman aristocracy expand their landed wealth 

and defend it with private castles, gain hereditary control over ecclesiastical and 

governmental positions, and found collegiate churches and monasteries, 

previously the preserve of the ruling dynasty.
31

 In Lower Normandy, these 

changes would alter the shape of local society and encourage the gradual 

acquisition of estates by Upper Norman families as part of the extension of their 

power and interests. Robert’s reign was certainly unsettled. With suspicion 

surrounding Richard III’s death and Robert’s recent past as an unsuccessful rebel, 

the new duke faced an uphill struggle to establish his authority. His father’s 

former advisors were clearly unconvinced. Both his uncle, Archbishop Robert of 

Rouen and his cousin, Hugh d’Ivry, bishop of Bayeux caused trouble during the 

early years of Robert’s reign. Both possessed estates in Lower Normandy – the 

archbishop’s being referred to in Adela’s dower, Hugh’s being particularly 

extensive given his position in the Bessin.
32

 In both cases, the focus of rebellion 

remained Upper Normandy, with campaigning around Évreux and Ivry 
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respectively.
33

 While Robert’s reign may have been a period of change and 

upheaval, characterising it as one in which ducal authority was consistently 

undermined overlooks the progress made in Lower Normandy. As we shall see, 

Robert was more engaged in Lower Norman affairs than any of his predecessors – 

an involvement that began with his humbling of Alan III of Brittany in the 1030s. 

 William of Jumièges provides the sole account of this conflict, which 

cannot be dated any more accurately than to the early 1030s, most probably c. 

1033.
34

 Jumièges’ narrative effectively breaks down into three set pieces. Robert 

initiated military action, gathering an army and marching west to the Couesnon, 

near which he raised a castle at Caruscas. He then crossed into Brittany, pillaging 

the area around Dol and returning home rich with plunder.
35

 Alan launched a 

reprisal raid on the Avranchin, only halted when he was defeated in battle by the 

guardians of Caruscas, vicomte Neil the Elder and Alfred the Giant.
36

 At this 

point, Jumièges breaks off to describe Robert’s failed attempt to reinstate the sons 

of Æthelred the Unready, then exiled in Normandy, to the English throne – a story 

that may not be as fanciful as it seems.
37

 The fleet Robert prepared for this foreign 

expedition was apparently blown off course, eventually arriving at Mont Saint-

Michel by way of Jersey. Once there, Robert re-allocated part of the fleet to join 

in a two-pronged attack on Brittany. While his armada was commanded to ravage 

the Breton coast, the duke himself prepared a mounted force to attack by land. So 

threatened, Alan turned to his and Robert’s uncle, Archbishop Robert of Rouen, to 

mediate a peace between the two at Mont Saint-Michel, which apparently saw 
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Alan enter the Norman duke’s service. With this done, Robert dispatched 

messengers to recall his raiding fleet.
38

 

Despite its brevity, Jumièges’ bald account and its subsequent 

interpretation by modern commentators reveals much both about the expansion of 

ducal authority westward and how that process has until recently been perceived. 

Jumièges argued that Alan III initiated the conflict – the Breton ‘count…began 

persistently to withdraw from the service he owed the duke’.
39

 He also added that 

Alan returned to Robert’s service once peace had been negotiated.
40

 That Alan 

owed any form of fealty to Normandy prior to his eventual defeat by Robert 

seems highly unlikely. Like Dudo’s earlier account of Breton servitude, composed 

in the favourable circumstances following Count Geoffrey of Rennes’ death in 

1008, Jumièges almost certainly read backwards from the subjection of Brittany 

achieved by Robert and subsequently re-affirmed by his son.
41

 Certainly, the 

alliance that existed between Geoffrey and Richard II at the turn of the eleventh 

century, from which any future obligation must have sprung, was one between 

equals. Since notions of subservience seem anachronistic, it is worth considering 

that Jumièges depicts Robert as making the first move and how the wider political 

situation had changed since Richard II’s reign. Count Geoffrey’s untimely death 

had presented Richard II with immense opportunities. Richard’s connections to 

the grieving house of Rennes were extensive – marriage to Geoffrey’s sister, 

Judith; brother to his widow, turned regent, Hawise; and guardianship of his 

young sons, Alan and Eudo – which effectively combined to give him a free hand 
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in Lower Normandy during his wards’ minority.
42

 By Robert’s reign, however, 

the situation had changed markedly. Alan and Eudo had come of age and were 

ready to take their destinies into their own hands. The path they chose for 

themselves would not have endeared them to their Norman cousin. Alan’s 

marriage to Bertha, the daughter of Odo II of Blois-Chartres, one of Normandy’s 

traditional enemies, may have seemed an aggressive move.
43

 Perhaps more 

significant was Alan’s relationship with the ancient border monastery of Mont 

Saint-Michel, where he sought to renew Breton influence. Alan’s father and 

grandfather had been major patrons of Mont Saint-Michel, enjoying close 

relations with its abbots during life and being buried there after death.
44

 Alan both 

confirmed his ancestors’ grants and added considerable ones of his own, with his 

example inspiring increasing contact between Mont Saint-Michel and other 

Breton sponsors in the same period.
45

 He may also have employed Montois 

monks in the reform of Saint-Melaine de Rennes.
46

 

While Alan’s activities may have given Robert cause for alarm, descent 

into armed conflict suggests that both men felt a great deal was at stake in the 

Avranchin. The mysterious causes of the conflict, however, including the identity 

of its instigator, raise important questions about the status of this border region 

during the early eleventh century. Modern opinions on this have differed. Bates 

concluded that ‘the [Norman] frontier held firm’ in the 1030s, implying that the 

Couesnon already represented the western boundary of ducal rule.
47

 Potts is more 

ambiguous, noting that Alan sought to ‘resist Norman encroachment’, implying 
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Breton claims over the region – though she emphasises that this was only the 

Breton point of view.
48

 Keats-Rohan has gone further, expressing the view that 

the region was not already under Norman rule – rather the war was Alan’s ‘bid to 

retain as Breton land in the Avranchin lying between the Couesnon and Sélune’.
49

 

The growing role of Robert’s predecessors at Mont Saint-Michel, the emergence 

of a comital dynasty in Avranches/Mortain, and the appointment of Norman 

prelates to the diocese of Avranches already discussed above might lead us to 

discount this suggestion.
50

 Yet Alan’s confirmation of a grant made to Saint-

Georges de Rennes by his Norman mother, Hawise, which included a mill at 

Pontorson, seems indicative of continuing Breton control in the immediate 

environs of the Couesnon at least.
51

 This and Alan’s intervention at Mont Saint-

Michel combine to suggest that Breton influence in the Avranchin remained 

significant. Indeed, abbot Almod even approached Alan in search of patronage.
52

 

Furthermore, the Norman dukes’ efforts to enforce their authority in the 

Avranchin through the appointment of counts and bishops were only partially 

successful. The comital dynasty seized estates and ultimately rebelled; the bishops 

seemingly despaired of their diocesan work. Importantly, only two Norman 

charters involved territory in the Avranchin prior to 1026 and both provide limited 

evidence for ducal activity in the westernmost part of the pagus, between the 

Sélune and Couesnon.
53
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Mont Saint-Michel’s stance during Robert’s clash with Alan is similarly 

indicative of the limited nature of ducal authority in the Avranchin up until this 

point. As we have seen, Richard II was instrumental in establishing Norman 

influence at the Mont in the first quarter of the eleventh century.
54

 Not all of 

Richard’s interventions, however, were universally welcomed. His appointments 

of Suppo and Thierry – Upper Norman reformers – to Mont Saint-Michel in 1023 

were deeply unpopular and led to the monks electing an internal candidate as 

abbot in 1027 – a Manceaux brother called Almod.
55

 Keats-Rohan has suggested 

that Montois forgeries were produced at this time to prevent further interference 

by Norman dukes in abbatial elections.
56

 Almod’s appointment emphasised that 

the Montois ‘community had in the sixty-odd years since its refoundation [in 965] 

developed stronger ties and interests in Brittany and Maine than in Normandy’.
57

 

The monastery possessed no Norman estates east of Caen in 1027, but extensive 

properties in Maine and the Rennais.
58

 Almod actively sought the patronage of 

Alan III, not Robert.
59

 The monastery had already offered its services as a neutral 

shelter during wartime to local Bretons.
60

 Even after Alan’s defeat in the 1030s, 

the monks still turned to Breton landholders for guarantees of protection, with 

Rivallon of Dol-Combour promising to defend the monastery’s interests around 

Pontorson (on the Norman side of the Couesnon) in the mid-eleventh century.
61

 

During the war itself, the Mont clearly backed the wrong side. Having humbled 

Alan before Mont Saint-Michel, Robert removed Almod from office, instead 
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appointing him abbot of the new foundation at Cerisy – further from the disputed 

frontier.
62

 Mont Saint-Michel was again bound to the wider programme of 

Norman monasticism with the re-appointment of Suppo of Frutturia, a reformist, 

as abbot in Almod’s place in 1033.
63

 Robert then sought to buy the monastery’s 

loyalty with further property grants in the Cotentin and Channel Islands.
64

 

Robert’s efforts were still not enough to bind the Mont inexorably to Normandy 

as the monastery had yet to gain property in the duke’s Upper Norman heartlands. 

As with Richard II’s grant of 1022-6, Robert’s benefaction further emphasised the 

maritime nature of the duke’s Lower Norman interests – these estates lay either 

directly in the shadow of the Mont or in more distant locations accessible quickly 

and directly by sea. 

While ducal influence and involvement in Lower Normandy had clearly 

increased during Richard II’s reign, it was still far from firmly entrenched by 

Robert’s accession in 1027. Unlike his father, Robert also faced more organised 

Breton opposition to Norman influence. It was to Robert’s credit that, rather than 

accept the status quo, he instead sought to solidify his authority, over both the 

Avranchin and his Breton neighbours. Having set aside Jumièges’ unlikely tale of 

Breton service arrogantly withdrawn, it is Robert’s invasion of Brittany and 

construction of a castle at Caruscas that appear aggressive. The locations 

suggested for this castle reveal much about historians’ attitudes to the extent of 

ducal authority along the Breton frontier at the start of Robert’s reign.  Many 

modern commentators have identified Caruscas with Cherrueix, on the Breton 
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side of the Couesnon.
65

 Thomas Stapleton, however, long ago identified Caruscas 

with Charcey (Latin Carcei), a former Montois estate in the parish of Moidrey on 

the Norman side of the Couesnon and immediately adjacent to Pontorson – the 

site of a later ducal fortress.
66

 The latter location arguably better fits Jumièges’ 

description of Robert invading Brittany only after constructing the castle.
67

 Wace, 

a Lower Norman himself, professed ignorance as to whether Robert’s castle was 

at Pontorson or Carues
68

 - this confusion perhaps arising from the geographical 

proximity of Charcey and Pontorson, which lie only a mile apart.
69

 This is 

certainly easier to understand than any confusion between the later Norman 

fortress and Cherrueix, which lie ten miles apart on either side of the Couesnon. 

The distinction is not insignificant. By constructing a castle at Charcey, on the 

westernmost edge of the Avranchin, Robert was visibly laying claim to the entire 

pagus for the first time.
70

 It served its purpose well. When Alan launched his 

unsuccessful reprisal raid, Charcey’s local guardians, Neil and Alfred the Giant, 

rode against him. If based on contemporary knowledge, Jumièges’ note that 

Breton bodies lay strewn about ‘the surrounding fields and the riverbanks’ might 

just suggest that the battle took place near the fortress itself.
71

 It may not be 

coincidental, either, that Robert’s success in both the Avranchin and Channel 

Islands signalled a shift in the tenurial language used in regional charters. 

Previously, Richard II had confirmed monastic grants by family members and 
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aristocrats of allodial and inherited estates in Lower Normandy only.
72

 While 

allods and inheritances could be held in return for service from a superior lord in 

early eleventh-century Normandy, the meaning of such terms was not as precise 

as the contemporary usage of the term beneficium, which, in the context of the 

laity’s possessions, always implied an obligation of service.
73

 Robert’s reign saw 

the earliest use of the latter term in Lower Normandy, with both Neil the Elder 

and the knight, Adelelm holding their estates in Guernsey and the Avranchin as 

beneficia from the duke.
74

 While such language ties neatly into the broader theme 

of growing ducal authority in Robert’s reign, the limited quantity of Lower 

Norman charters available combined with their infrequent employment of precise 

terminology renders it unwise to set too much store by these examples.
75

 

The establishment of the Couesnon as the frontier between Brittany and 

Normandy is significant. Robert’s successful western campaign against Alan 

meant that the boundaries of the duchy now almost matched those of Rouen’s 

archdiocese.
76

 We have already seen how the dukes made extensive use of pre-

existing ecclesiastical structures to legitimise and extend their authority 

throughout their growing duchy.
77

 In the case of the Avranchin, the military 

campaigns of the 1030s led not only to tighter control over Mont Saint-Michel, 
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but also to greater episcopal activity in the diocese of Avranches. The earliest 

Norman bishops of Avranches had endured difficult times, despite work 

beginning on a new cathedral church in 1025 and Richard II’s grant of various 

estates in the Avranchin.
78

 Both bishops Norgod and Maugis had found their 

distant dioceses burdensome. Norgod had retired into Mont Saint-Michel in c. 

1017, where his successor, Maugis tried to follow him – a sure sign of where 

ecclesiastical authority really lay in the Avranchin during the early eleventh 

century.
79

 Many modern commentators have detected little change during the 

episcopate of Maugis’ successor, Hugh (c. 1028-c. 1060). Hugh seemingly 

focused his attentions on Upper Normandy, where he was particularly involved 

with Fécamp.
80

 The visit of the scholar Lanfranc to the diocese during this period 

has largely been dismissed as evidence of growing intellectual activity in 

Avranches under Hugh’s aegis.
81

 Lanfranc was probably more interested in 

scholarship at Mont Saint-Michel under the auspices of his countryman, Abbot 

Suppo.
82

 Modern scholarship, however, has perhaps been too harsh on Hugh. 

Unlike his predecessors, his thirty years in post demonstrate his commitment to 

his office. Furthermore, the most important sections of the reconstruction work at 

Avranches cathedral begun by his predecessor took place during Hugh’s 

episcopate (though it is uncertain how far he influenced this work personally).
83

 In 

the short term, Hugh acquired property in the Channel Islands at the expense of 
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Mont Saint-Michel.
84

 His episcopate also saw the cathedral endowed with 

extensive estates, perhaps a result of his influential place at Duke Robert’s court.
85

 

Unlike his father’s grant, Robert’s included several properties lying between the 

Sélune and Couesnon – further evidence that Robert’s Breton war had been 

brought to a successful conclusion.
86

 

The naval dimension to the Breton war, irrespective of whether it occurred 

by accident or design, allowed Robert to shore up ducal authority in the Channel 

Islands, as well as the Avranchin. While Richard II’s grant to Mont Saint-Michel 

in 1022-6 is the first ducal act to mention Jersey, there the duke passed the ‘land 

of Peter the Monk’ to the abbey – perhaps indicative of overlordship rather than 

ownership.
87

 From Robert’s reign onwards, however, the Islands appear more 

frequently in ducal acta, suggesting that the Breton campaign gave Robert the 

opportunity to both subjugate them and begin to treat them as ducal demesne.
88

 

Robert rewarded his loyal Lower Norman supporters with island property. 

Vicomte Neil received half of Guernsey and, perhaps, extensive estates on Jersey 

as well. Indeed, the majority of twelfth-century landholding families in the 

Channel Islands hailed from the nearby Cotentin.
89

 Alongside Lower Norman 

families, the region’s religious houses and bishops became the principal 

ecclesiastical beneficiaries of island property during the reign of Robert’s son.
90

 

Interestingly, Restald, a former ship-master to Robert, granted property on 
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Guetehou to Mont Saint-Michel – presumably given to him by the duke in return 

for his role in saving the fleet and bringing the Islands under ducal control in c. 

1033.
91

 Given the Islands’ proximity to the Norman coast, it seems likely that 

Robert utilised pre-existing familial and ecclesiastical links in the region. Indeed, 

Hagger argues that Anschetil, vicomte of Bayeux already possessed property on 

Guernsey, of which Robert deprived him in order to endow Mont Saint-Michel.
92

 

Though Robert was clearly not afraid to make changes, he did nothing to 

fundamentally alter an integrated maritime community that would continue to 

exist along the western Cotentinois coast right up until the Plantagenet loss of 

Normandy in 1204. The arrival of Robert’s fleet also shifted the balance of the 

Breton war in the short term. While Neil and Alfred had successfully resisted 

Alan’s raid on the Avranchin, it was only after Robert’s arrival (if only accidental) 

with a substantial force transported by sea that the count was forced to submit.
93

 

Robert thought in maritime terms when planning his campaign. While Robert 

operated on land, he dispatched half his fleet under a trusted commander, Rabel to 

raid the Breton coast – with messengers, presumably travelling by sea themselves, 

maintaining communications between the two forces.
94

 

5.3) Changing Circumstances: Gunnor, Cerisy and the Norman Aristocracy 

The war against Alan III represented an excellent opportunity for Robert to 

consolidate his position in both the Avranchin and Channel Islands. Unlike his 
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father, who took advantage of Count Geoffrey of Rennes’ death to advance 

Norman interests in the west, it is, as we have seen, eminently possible that 

Robert engineered this conflict deliberately. This suggests either that conflict with 

Brittany was a natural extension to the process of strengthening ducal authority in 

Lower Normandy undertaken by Robert’s father and grandfather or that 

underlying circumstances changed in c. 1030 to encourage Robert’s more 

aggressive intervention. In fact, both played a part in what was for Hagger a 

critical moment in the development of ducal authority in Lower Normandy – the 

death of Robert’s grandmother, Countess Gunnor in c. 1030/1.
95

 The wider 

significance of Richard I’s marriage to Gunnor has already been discussed,
96

 but 

in the immediate context of the 1030s her death would have brought further 

Lower Norman estates (presumably these were mainly in the southern Cotentin, 

close to those properties already hypothesised as originating with her family) into 

Robert’s hands.
97

 Unfortunately, we have no way of reliably identifying Gunnor’s 

former estates and Robert was presumably content to keep his properties here 

intact – apparently granting out only a single estate in this area during his reign.
98

 

 Gunnor also possessed estates, whether by inheritance or dower, in the 

Bessin. It is thus possible that the acquisition of these properties influenced 

Robert’s decision to found the monastery of Cerisy-la-Forêt in this region at 

around this time. Cerisy’s foundation, alongside that of Montivilliers near 

Fécamp, gives lie to the view that Robert’s reign was characterised simply by an 
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aristocratic ‘feast on church property’.
99

 Potts has already challenged this, arguing 

that aristocratic usurpation of ecclesiastical property is impossible to prove 

directly from charter evidence. Instead, she suggested that Upper Norman 

monasteries worked closely with local aristocrats to protect and develop their 

regional interests.
100

 Whether ecclesiastical property exchanged hands as a result 

of co-operation or usurpation (or, more likely, a combination of both), the 

conclusions that can be drawn about the character of Lower Normandy in this 

period are broadly similar. Unjust seizure of property reveals both ecclesiastical 

institutions unable to hang on firmly to their possessions in the region and a duke 

unable or unwilling to provide adequate protection.
101

 Organised property 

exchanges with and delegation of responsibilities to local aristocrats illustrate the 

difficulties ducal monasteries still faced when operating so far from their Upper 

Norman bases – a point Potts made when discussing Fécamp possessions in the 

Séeois, but applicable elsewhere.
102

 The protection abbeys sought from local 

landholders, often with ducal approval, further emphasises the limited nature of 

the duke’s own authority in these regions.
103

 The very fact that more on-the-spot 

protection was required is equally suggestive. Where monasteries actively sought 

to acquire further property in areas of Lower Normandy, however, a more 

successful implantation of Upper Norman interests is evident.
104

 Irrespective of 

their precise relations with the aristocracy, then, Upper Norman monasteries 

found their Lower Norman possessions hard to manage. Nevertheless, progress 
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had been made and perseverance had clearly paid off in some areas. The identity 

of those areas, however, is significant. Bar the possible exception of Saint-Taurin 

d’Évreux, by the end of Robert’s reign Upper Norman houses had still failed to 

gain a purchase in the two westernmost Norman pagi.
105

 Like his father, Robert 

was unwilling to provide for these houses in the far west, nor was his refusal made 

up for by grants from local landholders. 

 While Upper Norman monasteries may have received little ducal support 

in Lower Normandy during Robert’s reign, this was partly a result of the duke’s 

focus on his new foundation at Cerisy. Located on the site of the former 

Merovingian abbey of Saint-Vigor, along the old Roman road between Bayeux 

and Saint-Lô, Cerisy was initially entrusted to an Upper Norman, Durand – a 

monk of Saint-Ouen, the first Norman house to be restored following the 

Scandinavian invasions of the late ninth and early tenth centuries.
106

 As with 

Richard II’s introduction of reformists at Mont Saint-Michel, the appointment to 

this western institution of an abbot drawn from a long-established, eastern ducal 

house ensured that Cerisy became a local extension to the wider programme of 

endowing Upper Norman monasteries with Lower Norman property. As at Mont 

Saint-Michel, such influence extended as far as abbatial architecture.
107

 Though 

Cerisy would later be responsible for new stylistic developments, such as the 

chevron ornamentation first used at the abbey in c. 1070, which became so 

popular in post-Conquest England, these were in the same vein as the design 

school founded by William of Volpiano at Fécamp and fostered by his neighbours 
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and successors in Upper Normandy.
108

 Cerisy’s extensive endowment in the 

Bessin reveals that Robert’s interest and influence in the region had not declined 

as much as the fate of other ducal monasteries in this period might initially 

suggest.
109

 With Durand’s death in c. 1032, however, Robert turned to local 

figures to lead the abbey’s development. The former abbot of Mont Saint-Michel, 

Almod, replaced Durand – an interesting choice given his questionable loyalties 

during Robert’s war with Alan III.
110

 Almod died soon afterwards,
111

 but he was 

replaced by another Montois monk, Garin.
112

 

The details of Cerisy’s foundation reveal some major differences to what 

had gone before. Unlike earlier ducal foundations, Cerisy enjoyed less freedom 

from ecclesiastical authorities, receiving some episcopal customs, but no 

sweeping exemptions from the local bishop in Bayeux.
113

 Almost uniquely 

amongst ducal foundations, nor did the monastery owe military service.
114

 

Cerisy’s relationship with the diocese of Bayeux demonstrates the revival of 

episcopal authority in Lower Normandy, already evidenced by the return of the 

bishops of Coutances to Saint-Lô in 1025 and Hugh d’Ivry’s recovery of long-lost 

estates belonging to Bayeux in c. 1037.
115

 Robert and his immediate successor, 

William, however, may still not have felt confident about placing the same 

requirements upon the abbey’s local tenants as were becoming acceptable further 

east, perhaps explaining its otherwise unaccountable absence from monastic 

provisions of military service. Such concern for local sensibilities is not so 
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unlikely. The absence of military service must be placed alongside the rare 

references to ducal vassals in Lower Normandy during Richard II’s reign and the 

fact that Lower Norman landholders had shown no inclination to provide ducal 

abbeys with property and privileges in the past. This combination of factors ‘at the 

very least…suggests that the Lower Norman regions were not so firmly integrated 

into the structure of fidelity to the duke’.
116

 The new Vita Vigoris produced at 

Cerisy soon after its foundation alludes to such issues. As Samantha Herrick has 

demonstrated, however, the Vita’s focus on the protection of ecclesiastical 

property,
117

 the recognition of spiritual and secular authority,
118

 and Vigor’s 

missionary work in the Bessin
119

 all point to the difficulties facing the new 

monastery in the early eleventh century. The Vita ‘fostered the image of the good 

prince’, because the duke’s ‘authority in Lower Normandy did not yet enjoy the 

force he hoped to achieve’.
120

 As a result, the monks ‘faced the danger of 

depredation’ unless they could instil local respect for their ducal founder.
121

 

Robert’s Cerisy, however, ultimately found favour with local landholders, 

who endowed it accordingly. Why? The foundation of a new monastery in Lower 

Normandy demonstrated greater ducal commitment to the region than ever seen 

before. The abbey was a visual symbol of Robert and, subsequently, William’s 

desire to win over or simply overawe local landholders and certainly exuded a 

more physically impressive presence in their everyday lives than the distant 

houses of Upper Normandy. The new foundation’s respect for local interests also 
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helped secure success. Cerisy was dedicated to St. Vigor – a sixth-century 

missionary and bishop of Bayeux. Robert’s choice for Cerisy’s first abbot, Durand 

was especially fitting given that the relics of St. Vigor had previously been 

translated to his home monastery of Saint-Ouen for safe-keeping.
122

 The 

production of the Vita Vigoris at Cerisy offers further evidence of the desire to 

foster a cult based upon the home-grown traditions of Lower Normandy. Cerisy 

did not become a major influence in Lower Norman life overnight. It remained an 

isolated ducal presence in the region until the establishment of William and 

Matilda’s twin foundations at Caen in the early 1060s. Potts has suggested that 

Cerisy was ‘intent on collecting property in the region west of Bayeux and the 

abbey’, namely the Cotentin.
123

 In fact, Robert’s foundation charter showed no 

signs that he planned for the abbey to be heavily involved in the area.
124

 

Aristocratic grants of privileges and property there date from William’s reign and 

then only after the duke led the way with further grants from his own resources in 

the peninsula.
125

 Though Cerisy eventually restored a number of old Carolingian 

houses – Deux-Jumeaux, Saint-Fromond, Saint-Marcouf, Saint-Martin – as 

priories, these were all in the Bessin, rather than further west.
126

 

While it took time for Cerisy to win favour amongst the local aristocracy, 

Robert’s reign still saw more Lower Normans in ducal service than ever before.
127

  

Neil the Elder remained a trusted ducal officer and received half of Guernsey and 
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perhaps other estates in return for his loyalty.
128

 For the first time, however, Neil 

was joined in ducal service by another Cotentinois aristocrat, Alfred the Giant of 

Gavray, with whom he fought the Bretons in the 1030s.
129

 These men were joined 

by families from further east. Robert’s reign saw a number of powerful 

aristocratic figures emerge in the Bessin and Hiémois – Anschetil, vicomte of the 

Bessin,
130

 Roger I of Montgomery,
131

 Ralph Taisson, who held land around 

Thury-Harcourt,
132

 Humphrey de Vieilles from the Risle valley
133

 and, latterly, 

Thurstan Goz, vicomte of the Hiémois either side of Montgomery’s tenure of that 

office.
134

 The advancement of aristocratic lineages from these latter regions must, 

of course, be placed in the context of the wider social changes occurring 

throughout Normandy during this period. Bates characterises Robert’s reign as an 

era during which ‘numerous powerful families…established domination over 

offices in ducal government and over weaker neighbours, and consolidated their 

power around castles’.
135

 The geographical origin of these particular families, 

however, is indicative of something more. While the social changes occurring in 

mid-eleventh-century Normandy have been seen as detrimental to ducal rule their 

character nevertheless owed much to the culture of ducal authority established in 

the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. Aristocrats emulated the duke by 
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 Bates, Normandy, p. 135. 
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constructing castles and founding monasteries, served in his government and, 

most obviously, claimed kinship with him. In the case of the Bessin and Hiémois, 

the emergence of figures such as Roger I de Montgomery under Robert illustrates 

how far this culture had spread throughout those lands claimed by the duke. 

Despite Robert’s western campaigns and programme of ecclesiastical patronage, 

the Cotentin and Avranchin remained out of step with this wider culture. The 

majority of castles known in the region were of ducal construction.
136

 Western 

lords scarcely endowed ducal monasteries, let alone founded their own.
137

 Despite 

Torigny’s personal knowledge of Lower Normandy, none of the families whose 

lineages he traced hailed from Normandy’s westernmost pagi.
138

 Robert’s one 

kinsman with property in the far west, William Werlenc, count of Mortain failed 

to attest even a single ducal charter during his reign.
139

 

The emergence of aristocratic lineages during Robert’s reign fuelled the 

spread of such Upper Norman practices further west. As with Upper Norman 

monasteries during Richard II’s reign, these families could be granted property in 

Lower Normandy out of the ducal demesne, which, as we have seen, probably 

expanded under Robert following Gunnor’s death. This method not only served to 

reward the loyalty of these Upper Norman lineages, but also gave them a vested 
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137
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interest in bringing these distant regions under closer control. Archbishop Robert 

of Rouen,
140

 Roger de Beaumont
141

 and the Taisson
142

 and Tosny
143

 families all 

seemingly acquired property in the Cotentin in this way from the 1020s onwards. 

Episcopal office-holding represented another way in which Upper Norman 

families could increase their stock in Lower Normandy. Hugh of Avranches 

feathered his nest by leasing property from Mont Saint-Michel,
144

 but Hugh of 

Coutances did far greater damage to his see, granting out episcopal estates to 

various relatives, including perhaps the Warenne family.
145

 The aristocracy’s 

desire to forge links with the ducal dynasty, however, probably played a larger 

part in this process. As we have seen, various Upper Norman families claimed 

kinship with the ducal dynasty through marriage to Gunnor’s lineage.
146

 The 

Beaumonts claimed descent from Gunnor’s sister, Duvelina; the Giffards and 

Tancarvilles traced their lines back to her other sister, Wevia.
147

 Various families 

claimed descent from Gunnor’s nieces, including the Warennes, Montgomerys, 

the vicecomital dynasties of Vernon and Rouen and Nicholas de Bacqueville’s 

descendants.
148

 Though claims of descent from Gunnor must be taken with a 

pinch of salt,
149

 van Houts has shown many of the genealogical traditions 
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recorded by Torigny to be based in fact and some marry up closely with evidence 

from earlier sources, such as the letters of Ivo of Chartres and Anselm of Bec.
150

 

The dowries incurred in such marriages would have provided Upper Norman 

families with property further west. Hagger has identified various properties in the 

Cotentin that may have been acquired in this manner by the Beaumonts, 

Tancarvilles and Montgomerys.
151

 In their quest for greater power and status, the 

aristocratic lineages of Upper Normandy became the perfect tools for 

strengthening social ties with the west. Marriage alliances, however, did not 

represent one-way traffic – Lower Normans had much to gain too.  Thurstan 

Haldup, a major Cotentinois landholder who emerged onto the stage in William’s 

reign, inherited land from his wife in the vicinity of Argentan in the Séeois, some 

of which he later granted to Cerisy.
152

 Thurstan’s eastern interests were further 

advanced by the marriage of his daughter, Emma to Arnold of Échauffour, a 

landholder in the Hiémois.
153

 Hagger posited possible kinship links between 

Haimo Dentatus, a landholder in both the Bessin and Cotentin and his tenant, 

Thurstan Goz, sometime vicomte of the Hiémois – such links perhaps explaining 

the early westward spread of Goz interests, which would result in their elevation 

to vicomtes of Avranches in the 1050s.
154

 Even in the case of Gunnor’s family, it 

is worth remembering that in Torigny’s (undoubtedly somewhat embroidered) tale 

of Gunnor’s sisters, Sainsfrida had already married into a minor noble family in 

the Pays de Caux.
155

 Aside from Gunnor’s own marriage, the most successful 
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union from the perspective of a Lower Norman was that of her nephew, Osbern to 

Count Rodulf d’Ivry’s daughter, Emma, which brought with it extensive 

properties around Breteuil.
156

 Many have suggested that this marriage served as 

compensation for loss of property in the Cotentin – with estates there instead 

passing to the ducal dynasty and Saint-Père de Chartres on the retirement of 

Osbern’s father, Arfast to that abbey in c. 1022.
157

 This is not, however, entirely 

satisfactory. Though the identification has been debated, Osbern’s continuing 

association with Crepon, most likely in the Bessin, suggests that he retained some 

property in Lower Normandy.
158

 Beyond marriage to Emma, a more likely source 

of territorial compensation for Osbern might be the extensive estates he possessed 

in the lower Seine valley – the origin of which are otherwise unknown.
159

 

5.4) Conclusion 

Considering his reign as a whole, Bates concluded that while ‘Duke Robert 

undoubtedly exerted himself…he appears to have been unequal to the task of 

ruling firmly’.
160

 Such a view underestimates Robert’s achievements not only in 

Lower Normandy, but arguably elsewhere too. The rise of the aristocracy during 

the 1030s certainly undermined various ducal prerogatives, such as monastic 

foundation and endowment, and signalled a move away from the post-Carolingian 

administration favoured by Richard I and II. The fact that the Norman aristocracy, 

however, both emulated ducal practices, in terms of ecclesiastical patronage and 

castle-building, and sought to associate themselves with the duke, both through 

kinship ties and administrative service, is a testament to the success of the ducal 
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model. Robert put Normandy’s increasingly powerful aristocracy to good use in 

his efforts to enforce ducal rule in Lower Normandy. Despite Richard II’s efforts, 

the dukes continued to rely upon trusted lieutenants of varying types in their quest 

to tighten their hold over this most distant part of their domain. Richard III’s wife, 

Adela, the new monastic foundation of Cerisy-la-Forêt, Upper Norman lords and 

local allies all peformed this function. Whatever the precise conjunction of 

circumstances surrounding his war with Alan III, it is clear that, through both his 

own actions and his effective deployment of such agents, Robert exercised far 

more control over this region than any of his forebears. The process of 

establishing ducal authority in Lower Normandy, however, was not yet complete. 

The disinterest in monastic patronage, kinship ties to the ducal dynasty and 

service in their administration displayed by the majority of Lower Norman 

landholders illustrates the continuing social and cultural divide between eastern 

and western Normandy. Robert’s premature death on the pilgrim road from 

Jerusalem, however, left all of his achievements under threat. Lower Normandy 

would become the setting for the first act of the reign of Robert’s young, 

illegitimate successor, Duke William. The latter’s success would lay the 

foundations for the region’s ultimate integration into the administrative, social and 

cultural structures of the Norman duchy. 
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Chapter 6) The West Won: William the Conqueror and Lower Normandy, 

1035-1087 

 

6.1) Introduction: From the Orne to the Couesnon 

In the summer of 1047, Duke William II faced the greatest threat yet to his so far 

short reign. A coterie of ducal officers, ecclesiastics and major landholders 

gathered around William’s cousin, Guy of Burgundy to face the young duke and 

his temporary ally, King Henry I of France in battle on the plain of Val-ès-Dunes, 

some twelve kilometres south-east of Caen in the Orne valley.
1
 Although Guy’s 

powerbase lay in eastern Normandy, centred upon castles at Brionne and Vernon 

and where he had the support of Rouen’s townsfolk, the exclusively Lower 

Norman origin of his known and suspected allies is well-attested. They numbered 

among their ranks the vicomtes of the Cotentin and Bessin, Neil II de Saint-

Sauveur and Rannulf I de Briquessart respectively, Haimo Dentatus, lord of 

Creully and Torigny-sur-Vire, Grimoult du Plessis-Grimoult and Ralph Taisson, 

lord of Thury-Harcourt, whom Wace informs us ultimately deserted the rebels for 

the loyalist side.
2
 Suppo, abbot of the great frontier monastery of Mont Saint-

Michel, so often a source of tension in the region, abandoned his office at about 

this time, while William seized several Montois estates – facts often taken as a 

sign of Suppo’s complicity in the revolt.
3
 Hugh Paisfolet and the Constantine 
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family, Cotentinois landholders, may also have supported the rebels.
4
 Two further 

major regional figures, Bishop Hugh of Avranches and William Werlenc, count of 

Mortain (the latter of whom would ultimately be dispossessed) are curiously 

absent from any accounts of the revolt, which may suggest that many locals chose 

to wait and see how the situation developed.
5
 Wace even had the first blow of the 

rebellion fall in the west. Narrowly avoiding a botched attempt of his life at 

Valognes, organised by Grimoult and Serlo de Lingèvres,
6
 William evaded his 

pursuers to reach the safety of Falaise.
7
 From there, Orderic had William travel to 

Poissy, outside Paris, to successfully solicit the aid of the French king.
8
 Modern 

historians have regularly described the battle as the first important turning-point 

of William’s reign – defeat would have brought the threat of replacement; victory 

allowed William to retain his title and begin to enforce his authority throughout 

the length and breadth of Normandy and, ultimately, beyond.
9
 

Val-ès-Dunes is the hinge on which the history of Lower Normandy 

during William’s long reign pivots. While interpretations of the reasons for and 
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scale of the rebellion vary wildly, all commentators agree that the revolt provides 

an important insight into the character of Lower Normandy during the anarchic 

years of William’s minority.
10

 In the long term, William’s reaction to both the 

uprising itself and subsequent western threats to his authority would have a 

transformative effect on almost every aspect of regional life – political affiliations, 

administrative structures, ecclesiastical patronage, social networks and cultural 

traditions. These changes saw the fortunes of not only the Lower Norman 

aristocracy, but also their Breton and Manceaux neighbours increasingly bound to 

those of the ducal dynasty. It saw the administration of the western pagi 

redistributed, expanded and centralised. Monastic foundation and endowment 

spread ever further westward and, more importantly, gained widespread regional 

support and emulation for the first time, while the restoration and reorganisation 

of the local dioceses gained much needed momentum. William partly achieved 

such feats by actively encouraging greater aristocratic integration throughout 

Normandy, leading by example by tying his own family into western kinship 

groups more closely than ever before. Even the urban and economic evolution of 

the region arguably owed something to the legacy of Val-ès-Dunes, as both the 

Conqueror and his recently-endowed lieutenants sought to develop their 

powerbases with castles, abbeys and markets. Of this no finer example exists than 

the already-emergent town of Caen, through which the blood and bodies of the 

battle must have run. Equidistant from the Seine valley and the Cotentin, Caen 

was chosen by William to be his second capital, perhaps with the specific 
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intention of ‘reinforcing the cohesion of the west of the duchy’.
11

 Ultimately, 

William’s reshaping of Lower Normandy would cast a long shadow over the most 

important event of his reign – the Conquest of England. Post-Conquest settlement 

patterns provide both an insight into William’s opinion of the Lower Norman 

aristocracy and a mirror of continental concerns. 

The half-century that followed William’s accession saw ducal involvement 

in Lower Normandy undergo a period of rapid and sustained intensification 

unseen, both in terms of breadth and scale, in the previous 150 years. The Breton 

war of 1064 stands as testament to how far and quickly the situation in the region 

evolved. Part of a visitor’s programme for the recently-arrived Harold 

Godwinson, William chose to illustrate Norman military might to his unexpected 

guest by taking him on a campaign across the Couesnon to campaign against 

Conan II of Brittany. In the wider context of William’s reign, this campaign 

marked the culmination of a lengthy process whereby the duke had humbled or 

obtained the acquiescence of the territorial princes surrounding Normandy in 

anticipation of an increasingly probable expedition to England.
12

 As with Val-ès-

Dunes, however, the details of the war of 1064, including the reasons for the 

campaign, William’s success during it and even the precise date of the invasion 

are poorly attested and understood.
13

 Some sources present Conan II as the 
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aggressor.
14

 Others, however, suggest that William either sought to gain a 

renewed recognition of the fealty extracted by his father from Brittany in the 

1030s or invaded in reaction to Breton intervention during his own takeover of 

Maine in 1063. Whatever the cause, a campaign in Brittany arguably allowed 

William to further secure his expanding dominions against external assault.
15

 

Modern historians have focused increasingly on William’s relations with a group 

of rebellious Breton border lords, led by Rivallon, seigneur of Combourg and 

guardian of the temporalities of the episcopal see of Dol, who together held the 

latter town against Conan – resulting in the siege that the Norman army relieved 

upon its arrival in Brittany.
16

 Regardless of whether this revolt was a cause or a 

consequence of William’s invasion, the duke’s ability to win the support of these 

frontier barons owed everything to his success in Lower Normandy. As we have 

seen, Breton lords had long enjoyed considerable territorial, familial and 

ecclesiastical connections with Lower Normandy, especially in the Avranchin. 

Growing ducal involvement in the region after 1047, however, allowed William to 

exploit these connections in a manner previously unseen, with Rivallon and his 

compatriots increasingly appearing in the duke’s company and steadily acquiring 

further territorial and familial interests throughout the Norman world from the 

1050s onwards. While the gains made by his father in the 1030s had proven 

transitory, William’s more entrenched presence in the west, enshrined in ducal 

castles, churches, officers and kinsfolk guaranteed long-lasting results. Even the 
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setback William experienced outside Dol after Ralph de Gaël’s revolt of 1075 

could not reverse this trend, as the appearance of so many Breton border lords in 

the pages of Domesday Book attests. 

Though it cannot truly be described as a ‘conquest’,
17

 the methods and 

personnel that William employed in imposing his authority over the west in the 

years after 1047 provided both valuable experience and loyal support during all 

his subsequent campaigns and occupations. Indeed, without the stability that 

William brought to Lower Normandy attempts at expansion into Maine and 

Brittany would surely have proven impossible and the conquest of England a 

more dangerous, less widely-supported affair. Despite William’s best efforts, 

there remained, as we will see, significant limitations on the effective enforcement 

of ducal authority in Lower Normandy. Nevertheless, given the wider impact of 

William’s early interactions with the region, understanding the duke’s relationship 

with Lower Normandy is of greater importance in assessing his reign as a whole 

than has perhaps previously been considered the case. Of course, the legacy of 

Val-ès-Dunes was built upon the battle itself. It is to reconstructing the context 

and character of this engagement that we must first turn. 

6.2) Val-ès-Dunes: Context and Character 

While Val-ès-Dunes provides a wonderful moment of theatre when discussing 

William’s early years, the scale and character of the revolt remain poorly 

understood. Douglas emphasised that the rebellion involved ‘many of the 

foremost families of the duchy’; de Boüard the wealth and influence of the 

individuals involved.
18

 In fact, the limited number of named conspirators and the 

absence from that list of any of the greatest Norman aristocratic dynasties 

                                                 
17

 Hagger, ‘How the west was won’, p. 37 n. 111. 
18

 Douglas, William the Conqueror, p. 47; de Boüard, Guillaume le Conquérant, pp. 122-3. 
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(Montgommery, Beaumont, Tosny, FitzOsbern) suggests that the revolt was a 

smaller affair. Indeed, its western focus left Guy of Burgundy’s position 

‘relatively weak’.
19

 Even Henry I of France’s involvement in the battle is open to 

interpretation. While it may demonstrate the seriousness with which William 

viewed the rebellion, a political operator as skilful as Henry would hardly have 

thrown his weight behind the weaker party when the situation offered him the 

hope of advancing his own interests.
20

  

Regardless of the scale of both the revolt and the battle itself, the largely 

Lower Norman composition of the rebel party has prompted numerous 

interpretations of the uprising’s causes. William of Poitiers, doubtless influenced 

by classical models, described the rebellion as a reaction to the duke’s attempts 

from c. 1042 onwards to restore order after the chaos of his minority – a view to 

which Hagger partly ascribes.
21

 Rather than accept William’s efforts, the rebels 

‘preferred to enjoy their accustomed liberty, retaining their own possessions and 

seizing those of others at their pleasure’.
22

 Given that the minority had affected 

the entire duchy, why should the lords of Lower Normandy in particular have felt 

this way? Le Patourel suggested that the revolt’s origins lay in ongoing, deep-

seated differences between the inhabitants of the duchy’s extreme east and west. 

The rebellion of the Lower Norman nobility represented a ‘last gesture of 

independence from the country west of the Orne towards a line of ‘dukes’ who 
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had hitherto lived and moved, for the most part, east of the Risle’.
23

 This 

interpretation, however, has been criticised by Bates, who argues: 

‘The war of 1046-7 was unquestionably a quarrel between kinsmen and one 

whose origins can be located at court. All involved were prominent in the charters 

of William’s adolescence. There is indeed something rather bizarre about the 

interpretation of the events as a great conflict between the Scandinavian traditions 

of Lower Normandy and the increasingly French ones of Upper Normandy. 

Regional difference there undoubtedly was, but an army led by prominent curial 

figures with predominantly French personal names, all of who were in one way or 

another protégés of the Norman rulers is a most unconvincing explanation of its 

supposedly deeply entrenched character.’
24

 

 

Rather than existing on the edges of ducal authority, the leading rebels, including 

westerners such as Neil II were thus integral players in Norman power politics, 

who resented being increasingly side-lined as William established his own ruling 

clique during the early 1040s, which may have contained other Lower Norman 

nobles.
25

 Many rebels, however, were demonstrably neither involved nor 

interested in court politics, instead having their own personal reasons for unrest. 

Hagger thus concluded that Guy of Burgundy simply provided ‘a figurehead…a 

focus around which disgruntled men could rally, but whose goal was not 

necessarily their own’, making the events of 1047 little different to many later 

Norman revolts, such as those of Henry I’s reign.
26

 None of these interpretations 

are entirely satisfactory and all, save Le Patourel’s, fail to address the enigma at 

the heart of the revolt. Why were the rebels almost exclusively Lower Normans? 

Though it had nothing to do with Norse heritage, the events of 1047 arguably 

reflect continuing political, social and cultural divisions between mid-eleventh-

century Upper and Lower Normandy. The very fact that the Lower Norman 
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aristocracy felt the need to rebel, however, reveals that this gap was narrowing. 

William’s victory at Val-ès-Dunes would ensure it narrowed in his favour. 

 The immediate context of the revolt was the anarchic events that gripped 

Normandy following William’s accession as an illegitimate minor in 1035. The 

great Norman families vied amongst themselves for land and influence, utilising 

murder and mutilation in pursuit of their aims, while the young duke’s guardians 

came to a succession of sticky ends.
27

 Most of these stories stem from the pen of 

Orderic Vitalis, who was primarily concerned with chronicling events in the area 

surrounding his own abbey of Saint-Évroult. Widespread castle-building, 

however, suggests that problems were not limited simply to Normandy’s southern 

pagi.
28

 Yet this descent into chaos was neither instantaneous nor entirely 

unchecked. While they lived, William’s guardians attempted to maintain order. 

Rather than resist their efforts, as Le Patourel might have expected, two powerful 

Lower Norman magnates supported their work. In the first years of William’s 

minority, vicomte Neil I assisted the young duke’s guardian, Archbishop Robert 

and one count Eudo, most likely brother to another guardian, count Alan III of 

Brittany in adjudicating land disputes involving the bishopric of Bayeux.
29

 That 

Neil was mentioned by name, rather than lumped in with those ‘other magnates 

who had rights of justice in the kingdom’, is testament to his high standing 

throughout Normandy at this time.
30

 Ralph Taisson, the lord of Thury-Harcourt 

and later turncoat of Val-ès-Dunes also had a prominent position at court during 

these years, despite appearing only fleetingly in previous reigns.
31

 The support of 
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such western figures is neither entirely surprising nor necessarily indicative of 

local reaction as a whole. Neil I’s pre-eminence in Lower Normandy had been 

bolstered by his long service to the ducal house, which had given him relevance 

beyond the Cotentin. Given his family’s Breton connections, Neil would also have 

been well-placed to co-operate with William’s guardian, Count Alan. Neil thus 

had a vested interest in maintaining ducal rule and was in a strong position to do 

so. Ralph perhaps calculated that long-term opportunities might arise from loyal 

service at the ducal court during these difficult years. The absence of any other 

western aristocrats, however, suggests that not all felt the same way. Indeed, 

Ralph and Neil’s ‘outstanding’ level of attendance at court may have left them 

particularly out of touch with local opinion,
32

 given the lengthy absence from their 

own estates and neighbourhood that this would have entailed.
33

 

 Whatever Neil and Ralph had hoped to achieve, all was to change as 

William approached maturity. From c. 1042 onwards, Bates argues, William 

began to rule more actively and surround himself with a coterie of advisors of his 

own choosing, causing many, including Ralph and Neil II de Saint-Sauveur, 

successor to Neil I (d.c. 1042) as vicomte of the Cotentin, to feel increasingly 

marginalised at court. Both men were absent from a number of charters produced 

in c. 1046 in the immediate run-up to the rebellion.
34

 Hagger goes further, arguing 

that Neil’s absence from ‘an act of 1042, which records a transfer of some 
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revenues produced by the vicomtés of the Cotentin, Coutances and Gavray’ to 

Cerisy – an act that directly affected Neil’s area of jurisdiction – demonstrated 

William’s determination to impose his personal influence in the west and forge 

new social connections in the region.
35

 Two other Lower Normans, Alfred the 

Giant and Thurstin Haldup attested this act, alongside two ducal favourites, Roger 

de Montgommery and William fitzOsbern. Both hypotheses are interesting, but 

difficult to prove. While William may have started to assert himself as early as c. 

1042, he remained insecure and open to influence by the great nobles around him. 

Thurstan Goz’s rebellion of c. 1043 against which Rodulf de Gacé to all intents 

and purposes led the ducal forces provides a case in point.
36

 While they may be 

absent from those acts dated explicitly to 1046, both Neil and Ralph appear in a 

number of other ducal charters, which, while not dated so specifically, may well 

have been produced in the mid-1040s.
37

 They may, then, not have been as 

marginalised at court as they at first appear. Similarly, William’s grant to Cerisy 

is open to alternative interpretations. Though dated internally to 1042, Duchess 

Matilda’s subscription, which could only have been added after 1050 and the 

‘remarkably detailed and sophisticated’ level of the financial information it 

contains suggest that the document went through several forms before its 

inclusion in the now-lost twelfth-century pancarte on which all subsequent copies 

were based.
38

 Resultantly, both the original content of the grant and Neil’s 

absence from the witness list are open to question. Were Neil’s absence genuine, 

it may have been the result of his age. Van Torhoudt suggests that Neil was too 
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young to succeed immediately to his father’s vicomté in c. 1042, though this 

seems unlikely given his appearance alongside Neil I in acts from Duke Robert’s 

reign.
39

 

 Bold though William’s western ambitions may have been, the reality was 

considerably less impressive. Of the 20 ducal charters that probably pre-date Val-

ès-Dunes, only three dealt with Lower Normandy – the Cerisy grant and two 

confirmations.
40

 Though they were significant local figures, aristocrats such as 

Haimo Dentatus and Rannulf, vicomte of the Bessin attested few, if any ducal 

acta,
41

 emphasising the duke’s continuing problems in that pagus, let alone the 

Cotentin. Though William perhaps sought to strengthen contacts with other Lower 

Norman families during these years, most notably with the Haldup dynasty, which 

acquired ducal demesne in the Cotentin and married into the ducal house,
42

 it is 

impossible to date such connections accurately. They may, therefore, post-date 

Val-ès-Dunes. Nevertheless, though more a result of Duke Robert’s reign and the 

opportunities of William’s minority than the young duke’s own actions, a wider 

array of Lower Normans were now coming to the fore. Appearances, however 

fleetingly, by Alfred the Giant, Haimo Dentatus, vicomtes Anschetil and his son, 

Rannulf I de Briquessart, Ralph Taisson and, perhaps, Thurstan Haldup support 

Hagger’s overall argument that Neil no longer represented ‘the principal link 

between the Cotentin and the duke’, though he was doubtless still a major 
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player.
43

 Neil thus had some cause for feeling marginalised or threatened by 1047, 

but opportunistic greed might have played an equal role. Guy of Burgundy 

certainly paid handsomely for Neil’s support, passing the custody of the castle of 

Le Homme over to him ahead of the rebellion.
44

 If the motives of Neil II and 

Ralph remain open to debate, those of their fellow conspirators present an equally 

mixed picture. Rannulf, vicomte of the Bessin perhaps sought to recover estates in 

Guernsey that had been unjustly seized by Robert the Magnificent – unlawful 

dispossession of hereditary property representing a common cause for rebellion in 

eleventh-century Normandy, with which many aristocrats would sympathise.
45

 

Hagger suggests that Haimo Dentatus, identified by Wace as lord of Creully, 

rebelled in support of the exiled Thurstan Goz, who was himself connected to a 

family that used this toponym.
46

 Though interesting, this theory is hard to verify. 

The exact relationship between the Goz and Creully families remains unclear, 

while, aside from the toponym itself, there is nothing to link the Creully family to 

that of Haimo.
47

 Various dates have been given for Abbot Suppo’s flight from 
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Mont Saint-Michel, ranging between 1042 and 1048.
48

 The abbey may thus have 

been operating without a ducally-approved and appointed abbot for several years 

before the rebellion – a further sign of William’s limited authority in the region. 

Suppo’s departure has traditionally been attributed to hostility from the monks as 

a result of mismanaging the abbey’s possessions, but internal politics do little to 

explain the extensive losses suffered by Mont Saint-Michel after 1047.
49

 It is 

possible that self-preservation or a desire for greater independence persuaded the 

monks, if not necessarily the abbot himself, to support the local cause and, as the 

events of the 1030s attest, the abbey certainly had form in this regard.
50

 

Conversely, we cannot be certain whether Guy of Burgundy, the figurehead for 

the revolt, sought to replace William as duke or whether he desired nothing more 

than to improve his position at court.
51

 The motives of Grimoult, Serlo and Hugh 

Pasfolet are similarly unclear, with Grimoult’s apparent desire to assassinate the 

duke proving a particular point of interest that undoubtedly contributed to his 

harsh treatment by William in the long term.
52

 

Despite such lacunae and complexities, taken together these accounts of 

individual rebels provide an explanation for the revolt’s western focus. In 1047, 

the history and geography of Lower Normandy conspired to place its inhabitants 

in a position where they felt rebellion was a viable option. Whatever the 

Nigellides and Taissons hoped to achieve during William’s minority, their 

chances of influencing the duke in the long term were always going to be slim. 
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Unsurprisingly, the men with whom William surrounded himself as he matured 

were drawn exclusively from Upper Normandy. It was there that William grew up 

and the region’s families had long traditions of service at the ducal court, familial 

links to the ruling dynasty and patronage of the regime’s ecclesiastical 

foundations. The same could not be said of the Lower Norman aristocracy. For 

those who were interested, distance made regular attendance at a household 

mainly based to the east difficult and there were dangers in leaving one’s lands for 

too long.
53

 We have already seen how, even as late as the twelfth century, local 

families had little obvious interest in either concocting or recording familial 

connections with the ducal house.
54

 Grants by Lower Normans to ducal houses 

were similarly few and far between.
55

 Whether or not William had begun to forge 

links with certain local families before 1047, only one native Lower Norman, 

Bishop Geoffrey of Coutances was to receive the same level of patronage as 

William’s Upper Norman favourites after the Conquest – a reward for a long and 

varied career in ducal service.
56

 Despite their descent from Gunnor, the Norman 

dukes had displayed little interest in the western aristocracy prior to 1047. Instead, 

former dukes had happily encouraged Upper Norman settlement in the region, 
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both lay and ecclesiastical, to bring it to heel. Integration was to be achieved more 

by colonisation than co-operation. They had ridden roughshod over local rights, as 

with Rannulf de Briquessart; ignored familial connections that were not of their 

making, as perhaps with Haimo Dentatus and the Goz family; and failed to 

understand that practical necessities would all too often override political 

affiliations, as with Mont Saint-Michel.  

Yet if the events of 1047 reveal the ongoing rifts between Upper and 

Lower Normandy, they also demonstrate that the inhabitants of the latter region 

saw themselves as part of a broader Norman community. Though they had shown 

little interest in wider affairs previously, the rebels of 1047 recognised that for 

their grievances to be heard and the status quo maintained they needed more 

influence over the duke in Rouen. If Wace is to be believed, some were even 

willing to use murder to achieve these ends. That a revolt was required at all thus 

demonstrates how much more integral a part of regional affairs the duke had 

become after the gradual progression of Richard II and Robert’s reigns, despite 

the local aristocracy still existing largely on the periphery of the court circle. The 

rebels’ failure at Val-ès-Dunes, however, did not see them consigned to oblivion. 

Instead, as Hagger remarks, it encouraged William to engage with Lower 

Normandy more actively and extensively than any previous duke.
57

 William’s 

efforts would transform the region, consolidating his authority and extending his 

influence beyond the duchy’s western borders more successfully than ever before. 

6.3) Val-ès-Dunes: Consequences  

The installation of ducal officials, foundation and endowment of monasteries and 

development of ducal castles, palaces and towns all evidence William’s direct 
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intervention in the west following his victory at Val-ès-Dunes. Such activities 

represented a conscious effort to spread the post-Carolingian administrative 

framework of Upper Normandy. Equally important, however, were the more 

subtle results of William’s greater interaction with the local aristocracy. Some 

western families went into eclipse, the fortunes of others waxed strong. At the 

same time, through grants of ducal demesne and forfeited estates, William 

continued to introduce loyal Upper Norman supporters into the region. The 

transformative effect that such contacts achieved was vast. Local aristocrats 

increasingly established familial connections throughout the wider duchy and 

became more dependent than ever before upon the duke himself for their 

advancement. Patterns of ecclesiastical patronage, naming customs and familial 

connections shifted accordingly. Furthermore, this process was a self-perpetuating 

one. Closer contact meant that William was increasingly well-placed to exploit 

specific events in Lower Normandy during the 1050s and early 1060s to further 

strengthen his influence and authority both there and abroad, while also weeding 

out any remaining disruptive elements. 

This process began with William’s treatment of the defeated rebels of 

1047. Rather than dispossess them wholesale, William recognised the value in 

restoring many to their positions and addressing their concerns.
58

 Rannulf I de 

Briquessart was treated especially well, retaining his office and estates. William 

even arranged the restitution of his lost estates in the Channel Islands.
59

 Given that 

his father, Anschetil had served as vicomte of the Bessin until the end of Duke 
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Robert’s reign,
60

 Rannulf’s connections to the ducal kindred (through marriage to 

Richard III’s illegitimate daughter, Alice) may only have been acquired after 1047 

in a further attempt to secure his loyalty. Despite such kindnesses, Rannulf made 

no obvious effort to develop closer contacts with the ducal court.
61

 Neil, too, 

appears initially to have been forgiven. He retained the office of vicomte, 

witnessing several ducal and private charters in the early 1050s.
62

 Poitiers, 

however, notes that Neil was subsequently ‘punished with exile because he had 

offended seriously’.
63

 It is impossible to know whether the partial forfeiture of 

familial property, on which William established several incomers to the region,
64

 

was a cause or consequence of this second rebellion. Wace’s record of Neil’s exile 

to Brittany is confirmed by his attestation of a grant to Saint-Aubin d’Angers by 

his father’s former ally and William’s then foe, Eudo of Penthièvre, in 1056/7.
65

 

By 1059, Neil was in the company of another of William’s foes, Henry I, with 

whom the duke was busily contesting control of Thimert.
66

 William was slow to 

forgive. Neil’s actions contributed to a decline in the status of his son, Neil III, in 
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Lower Normandy,
67

 with Wace depicting the former vicomte (or, perhaps, his 

heir) fighting at Hastings ‘with great vigour’ in an effort to secure ‘the love and 

goodwill of his lord’.
68

 In contrast to Rannulf’s apparent apathy and Neil’s 

continuing non-compliance, the turncoat Ralph Taisson picked up where he left 

off in 1047, witnessing ducal acta throughout the 1050s and 1060s, fighting 

alongside the duke at Mortemer in 1054 and founding the abbey of Fontenay (c. 

1050) in emulation of Frankish-inspired Upper Norman aristocratic practices.
69

 

Haimo, son of Haimo Dentatus, who had died in battle at Val-ès-Dunes found 

service as a steward at the ducal, later royal court.
70

 His later position as sheriff of 

Kent suggests that he also retained good local relations with Odo, bishop of 

Bayeux, from whom he held land in that shire.
71

 Furthermore, the Goz family, out 

of sympathy for whom Haimo Dentatus may have rebelled, soon returned to 

favour.
72

 An Osbern Paisforere, perhaps a relative of the dispossessed Hugh 

Paisfolet, appears as one of Odo’s tenants in Domesday Kent, suggesting that this 

family too retained some interests in Lower Normandy rather than being 

dispossessed entirely.
73

 Only the would-be-assassin, Grimoult of Le Plessis-

Grimoult was cast into perpetual imprisonment.
74

 While Grimoult’s lands were 

certainly forfeited after his eventual death in 1074,
75

 his tenants and kinsmen were 
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allowed to retain their possessions.
76

 Grimoult’s accomplice, Serlo of Lingèvres 

was allowed to go free, becoming a benefactor of Saint-Étienne, Caen, to which 

he wished to retire as a monk, and witnessing a grant by a neighbour, Hubert of 

La Hogue to Cerisy.
77

 His descendants remained active in and around Caen and 

Bayeux into the twelfth century.
78

 Though its involvement with the rebellion is 

disputed, Mont Saint-Michel certainly suffered in the wake of Val-ès-Dunes. The 

abbey’s twelfth-century cartulary includes a register of appropriated properties, 

including those seized by William himself.
79

 William re-ordered abbatial estates 

to suit his purposes, installed Upper Norman supporters on abbey property and, 

for a price, placed the abbey under the loyal leadership of Ralph de Beaumont, 

brother, perhaps, to Roger de Beaumont – one of the greatest Upper Norman 

nobles.
80

 Mont Saint-Michel, however, continued to rest fitfully under ducal rule. 

By 1053, Ralph had died on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, perhaps forced out by the 

hostile monks.
81

 The monks continued to battle by fair means and forged to secure 

their right to free election throughout the 1050s, something which they achieved 

with the controversial election of Rannulf de Bayeux in c. 1055.
82

 As Bates 

remarks, while most of the rebels ‘seem at a superficial level to have been 
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mercifully treated’, they remained ‘at most on the margins of favour’ and were 

almost entirely ‘excluded from major rewards after 1066’.
83

 This was not, 

however, necessarily the result of an overarching ducal policy. William was 

doubtless eager to punish those who threatened him personally and curb the 

influence of figures, such as the Nigellides, upon whom his predecessors had 

relied heavily. He did not, however, completely overturn the familial rights to 

forfeited property customary in eleventh-century Normandy.
84

 Individual choices 

and circumstances also played a role. Neil, Rannulf and the monks of Mont Saint-

Michel clearly had little interest in appeasing the duke, while the Taisson family 

partly fell upon hard times due to minorities and the division of their estates 

between sons and vassals.
85

 Against this, however, must be set Orderic’s report of 

the flight of William’s various enemies to Southern Italy, where they remained 

until his death.
86

 

More important to William was the opportunity Val-ès-Dunes provided to 

broaden his connections with the Lower Norman aristocracy as a whole. Rather 

than depend on one or two specific individuals, William’s wider patronage won 

him a host of valuable supporters, already possessed of enviable local knowledge 

and long-standing familial connections. The most cordial of these new 

relationships was that which William established with the Haldup family. As with 

most Lower Norman lineages, the origins of the Haldups (the surname means ‘the 

deaf’) are obscure.
87

 Thurstan Haldup’s first appearance is in William’s 

problematic grant to Cerisy, dated 1042, but perhaps no longer in its original 
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form. His possession of a separate baptismal name (Richard, which he rarely 

used) reveals that he was an adult convert to Christianity, though the date of his 

conversion is unknown.
88

 Before the Conquest, however, Thurstan used his 

wealth to endow the local ducal house at Cerisy.
89

 This charter is important, as it 

reveals that, without encouragement from the duke, Thurstan had sought to extend 

his interests eastward, marrying one Emma from an unidentified family with 

estates around Argentan and Falaise. Thurstan’s interests in the Hiémois were 

further developed by the marriage of his daughter to Arnold d’Échauffour.
90

 The 

family’s original estates, however, as the provisions for their foundation at Lessay 

reveal, were spread throughout the Cotentin.
91

 Indeed, Orderic later described 

Thurstan’s son, Eudo as ‘one of the wealthiest and most powerful of the Norman 

nobles in the Cotentin’.
92

 Thurstan and Eudo thus provided William with the 

perfect regional replacements for the rebellious Nigellides and he worked 

tirelessly to court them. As Hagger has demonstrated, William provided Thurstan 

and Eudo with a string of further properties, including, but not limited to 

Héauville, Portbail, Baupte and Pouppeville.
93

 Most importantly, Eudo married 

William’s half-sister, Muriel,
94

 an alliance that, as Hagger notes, ‘gave the duke a 

kinsman in the Cotentin for the first time, and must have altered the political 

landscape of the region’.
95

 It certainly contributed towards Eudo’s rising role in 

the ducal administration. He is regularly identified with the Eudo, vicomte of the 
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Cotentin who witnessed William’s grant of Bernières to Bayeux,
 96

 Wace depicted 

him as one of William’s chief advisors ahead of the invasion of 1066,
97

 and he 

served as a steward at William’s court.
98

 William was thus duly grateful for the 

influence Eudo could exert on his behalf over local families, including the 

d’Aubignys, Grimoult’s tenants and kinsmen, but also patrons of the Haldup 

house at Lessay.
99

 

Even before their alliance with the duke, the Haldups were clearly 

influential and extensive western landholders. It was often, however, locals of 

more modest means who flocked to the ducal banner in the hope of replacing 

those great lords who had fallen from grace in 1047. Many would receive rewards 

in England after 1066. Only a few, however, can be identified as playing a 

significant role in the transformation of William’s rule in the region before the 

Conquest. William de Vauville, one of Neil II’s former vassals, and Robert 

Gernon clearly pinned their colours to the ducal mast, witnessing a number of 

William’s charters concerning the Cotentin in the years before 1066.
100

 By far the 

most successful local figure, however, was Geoffrey de Montbray, bishop of 

Coutances (1049-1093). In the years after the Norman victory at Hastings, 

Geoffrey would assist at William’s coronation, lead Norman forces against 

Anglo-Saxon rebels, oversee numerous legal cases and regularly attend the royal 

court. His rewards for such loyal service were vast. Geoffrey alone of the native 

barons of western Normandy would appear in Corbett’s list of Class A magnates, 

recording the wealthiest lords of Domesday England, with estates worth nearly 
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£800.
101

 Geoffrey’s later prominence has prompted some commentators to posit 

kinship ties with the ducal house,
102

 but ‘De statu’ – written by a member of 

Geoffrey’s own cathedral chapter within fifty years of his death – notes only that 

he was related to the vicecomital dynasty of Saint-Sauveur.
103

 This makes the 

background to Geoffrey’s election far more surprising than previous 

commentators have suggested. William certainly had reasons for plucking 

Geoffrey from obscurity. The Coutances chronicler admits that Geoffrey’s 

brother, Mauger, had bought Geoffrey his bishopric, presumably from the duke.
104

 

Such a payment suggests that the Montbray family were far from poor and 

William’s acceptance of it that they had not been closely associated with Neil’s 

revolt two years previous. Nevertheless, short-term financial gain did not come 

without the significant risk of granting a major post in a distant and unsettled 

region to a man whose family were related to known rebels and with whom 

William can have had little previous contact. It is worth remembering too that 

Geoffrey’s election made him one of only two Norman bishops at the time 

(alongside Ivo de Bellême, bishop of Sées, whose personal circumstances were 

not dissimilar) who were neither drawn from the ducal house, nor Upper 

Normandy in general.
105

 Conversely, William seemingly had little to lose through 

such an appointment. Though the author of ‘De statu’ clearly overemphasised for 
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effect, the church of Coutances was undoubtedly in a parlous state at the time of 

Geoffrey’s election. Bishops had only returned from Rouen to Saint-Lô on the 

Vire in c. 1025, earlier ducal provisions for the cathedral’s canons had failed 

abjectly, swathes of the church’s property had been lost and re-construction work 

on the cathedral, begun by Geoffrey’s predecessor before c. 1031 was unfinished 

and underfunded. The diocese must have seemed an unattractive prospect to any 

outsider and, given the failure of previous external appointees to expedite the 

process of restoration and reorganisation, William may have thought it prudent to 

turn to a man with more local knowledge and social connections. These qualities 

certainly proved crucial in Geoffrey’s campaign to transform the fortunes of his 

troubled diocese. Geoffrey quickly settled upon an expedition to Southern Italy in 

1050 in order to raise funds amongst the Lower Normans, many of them his own 

relatives, who had settled there.
106

 While Norman adventurers had been active in 

the region since c. 1015, most had arrived during the preceding two decades, 

many as a result of the troubles of William’s minority and exile by/flight from the 

duke. Whatever his intentions in appointing Geoffrey, William had thus allowed 

the diocese of Coutances to tap into a revenue stream it might otherwise have 

found difficult to access. After the Conquest, Geoffrey was largely absent in 

England, whose wealth he used to further endow his cathedral church. As the 

Coutances chronicler is at pains to point out, however, most of the groundwork 

for the diocese’s revival and reorganisation had occurred before 1066 under 

Geoffrey’s direct aegis.
107

 In addition to the re-construction of the cathedral, 

Geoffrey purchased a swathe of property both in Coutances itself and throughout 

the length and breadth of the Cotentin and neighbouring Channel Islands. He 
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funded a vast programme of urban development at Saint-Lô, built a new episcopal 

palace, restored the canons’ prebends, re-organised the administration of both the 

cathedral chapter and the wider diocese, and established a school at Coutances, 

the products of which would win the church further patronage.
108

 Geoffrey’s focus 

on his own diocese is confirmed by his infrequent visits to the ducal court before 

1066 – he rarely appears in Upper Normandy and witnessed few charters.
109

 As 

was so often the case in Normandy’s history, however, ecclesiastical revival went 

hand-in-hand with the expansion of ducal authority. Geoffrey had proven himself 

a loyal supporter and gifted administrator, thence the favours shown him after 

1066. His wider family, however, remained insignificant figures. Orderic listed 

Geoffrey’s brother, Roger de Montbray, amongst the ‘outstanding’ laymen of pre-

Conquest Normandy, yet he attested no surviving ducal acta and made but one 

known grant to a ducal monastery.
110

 Similarly, Roger’s son and eventual heir to 

Geoffrey’s English estates, Robert, appears similarly disconnected throughout 

much of William’s reign, only witnessing royal charters from the late 1070s 

onwards and receiving his earldom of Northumbria, which he held but briefly, in 

1086.
111

 The family’s Norman fief, which passed to another Lower Norman 

family, the d’Aubignys, following Robert’s final rebellion in 1095, was of 

seemingly modest proportions, consisting of estates scattered throughout the 
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Cotentin and Bessin and owing service of only five knights from a total 

enfeoffment of 11.39 in the Inquest of 1172.
112

 

While Geoffrey won favour restoring the church in the Cotentin, William 

entrusted one of the great lay lordships in the region to another local figure 

plucked from relative obscurity. Originally from the Bessin, Richard I de Reviers 

was rewarded with an honour based on Néhou, constructed from estates forfeited 

by Neil II and, perhaps, some ducal demesne and centred on what had probably 

been one of Neil’s key estates in the northern peninsula.
113

 The Reviers family 

already had extensive familial links with Upper Normandy, where William gave 

Richard custody of the castle at Thimert and his nephew and eventual heir, 

Richard II, that of Vernon in the 1080s.
114

 Though not native to the Cotentin, 

Hagger’s depiction of Richard as an ‘outsider’ is perhaps a little strong. His 

origins on the Bessin coastline tied him into the wider society of Lower 

Normandy, of which the Cotentin was but part and the speed with which he 

established relations with his neighbours is similarly indicative of local 

knowledge. Richard was attended on his deathbed by several Lower Norman 

figures, including William Maminot, Robert Bertram and Hubert de Ryes and, 

perhaps, the Vernon brothers mentioned here. He may even have established 

marital links with the family he had in part replaced. His grant to Saint-Père refers 

to ‘a certain Neil who had married his sister’.
115

 The family continued to make 
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links along the coastline, with Richard’s daughter marrying Richard de 

Angerville, a lord from the eastern Bessin who seemingly gained a share of 

Benoîtville (arr. Cherbourg, cant. Les Pieux) through their marriage.
116

 This estate 

eventually found its way into the hands of the new ducal monastery of 

Montebourg in the northern Cotentin, of which the Reviers family became such 

major patrons that Orderic mistakenly credited them with the house’s 

foundation.
117

 The family’s early charters demonstrate how immersed in local 

society they had become by the turn of the twelfth century, with numerous other 

local lords and vassals witnessing and joining them in their acts.
118

 The 

establishment of the Reviers family thus created an alternative (and, from 

William’s perspective, loyal) focus for familial relationships, ecclesiastical 

endowments and seigneurial obligations in the Cotentin, which had surely been 

the duke’s intention all along. Richard may not have been the only native of the 

Bessin employed in this manner after 1047. Former ducal demesne at Moyon in 

the Cotentin had passed by the 1080s to one Alfred, whose grant of Ranville in the 

Bessin to La Trinité, Caen upon his daughter becoming a nun reveals a familial 

relationship with the nearby Ryes family.
119

 The Moyon family also later appear 

as tenants of Bayeux.
120

 

While Geoffrey and Richard helped William make good the opportunity 

Val-ès-Dunes had presented in the Cotentin, the duke’s fortunes in the Avranchin 

owed much to another minor local figure. According to Orderic, Robert Bigot, a 

poverty-stricken household knight of Count William Werlenc of Mortain proved 
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instrumental in his master’s removal from office.
121

 Purportedly, Werlenc advised 

Robert not to leave for Apulia to seek his fortune since the count would shortly 

secure wealth enough for his knight within Normandy. Robert conveyed this story 

to the duke, with whom he had made contact via his kinsman, Richard ‘of 

Avranches’.
122

 The duke used Robert’s story as a pretext to accuse Werlenc of 

plotting rebellion and exile him from Normandy.
123

 Werlenc’s deposition no later 

than 1063 was the pivotal moment in extending direct ducal rule into the 

Avranchin,
124

 allowing William to both create a new vicomté, to be governed by 

Richard Goz,
125

 and place Werlenc’s frontier county of Mortain in the hands of 

his loyal half-brother, Robert de Conteville.
126

 Through Richard Goz, William had 
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also made contact with a family which, though far less eminent than the Haldups, 

had connections across Lower Normandy and beyond. Robert himself appears in a 

charter concerning Avranches cathedral in 1066.
127

 Keats-Rohan suggests that he 

might be identifiable with the Robert Bigot, son of Norman, who was a benefactor 

of Sées in the 1090s and lord of Pirou and Cerisy-la-Salle in the Cotentin.
128

 The 

latter identification is particularly interesting. Either Robert already possessed 

these estates before Werlenc’s deposition or he may have received them in 

recognition of his service to the duke.
129

 Robert was also presumably related to 

the extremely successful family of Roger Bigod (d. 1107), one of the wealthiest 

Lower Norman lords in Domesday England, a remarkable fate given his humble 

origins as a vassal of the bishops of Bayeux in the southern Bessin and minor lord 

in the Lieuvin.
130

 Their Lower Norman origins are perhaps confirmed by the name 

of one of Roger’s daughters, Gunnor – the former duchess’s pagan name – and 

their links with the Goz family.
131

 Roger held various estates from Hugh 

d’Avranches in East Anglia, as did his tenant, Robert de Courson, who hailed 

from just to the north-west of the Goz family stronghold of Saint-Sever.
132

 Bigot 

of Les Loges, who also held properties from Hugh in Cheshire was presumably 

another scion of the family, as perhaps was Azo Bigod, who held land in 

Shropshire under Roger de Montgomery.
133

 

                                                                                                                                      
van Houts (Turnhout, 2004), p. 36) – a further sign of the duke’s commitment to freeing the region 

from independent and possibly rebellious influences. 
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The role that other Lower Norman families played in William’s schemes is 

harder to trace. William’s saviour in 1047, Hubert de Ryes, despite possible 

service as a royal steward,
134

 remained a minor figure, largely interested in local 

affairs. He appears witnessing grants concerning Ryes itself and William’s great 

foundation at nearby Caen, as well as perhaps attending his neighbour, Richard de 

Reviers, on his deathbed.
135

 Hubert’s sons, however, received considerable 

patronage from both the duke and his closest allies. Most famously, Eudo both 

served as a steward at the royal court and received extensive estates not only in 

England, but also in Upper Normandy, where he came into possession of the 

honour of Prèaux.
136

 Of his brothers, Robert became bishop of Sées (c. 1070/1-c. 

1082), while Adam received property from Odo of Bayeux and served as a 

Domesday commissioner.
137

 There is no evidence, however, of the family acting 

on the duke’s behalf in the Bessin in the same manner as the Haldup or Reviers 

families in the Cotentin. Other old local figures soon faded from view. This was 

certainly true of vicomte Neil I’s former colleague, Alfred the Giant, who had 

been in ducal service since c. 1025 and defended Caruscas from Breton assault 

during Duke Robert’s reign.
138

 Alfred may even have married into Neil’s family – 

a ‘Neil brother of Alfred’s wife’ appears in a purchase of property at Héauville by 
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Marmoutier before the Conquest.
139

 No commentator linked Alfred to the 

rebellion of 1047, with Wace instead depicting him as a world-weary figure 

during William’s minority, eager to withdraw into seclusion.
140

 In fact, Alfred did 

not make his grants to Cerisy and put on his habit until at least the 1050s.
141

 While 

Alfred himself had been a significant figure in Lower Normandy, his descendants 

are harder to trace. Documentary sources reveal that Alfred had at least two sons, 

Aigulf and William and two daughters, Ascelina and another who married into the 

Milly family.
142

 Orderic Vitalis adds another son, Juhel, whom he associates with 

Robert Curthose’s rebellion of 1079.
143

 Hagger proposed that Alfred was the same 

man as Alfred de Moyon, presumably father to the William de Moyon who went 

on to amass estates in the West Country after 1066.
144

 The fact that direct 

reference is made to both Alfred de Moyon and Alfred the Giant separately in the 

same Caen confirmation charter – one in respect of Alfred de Moyon’s daughter, 

the other by Ascelina, daughter of Alfred the Giant’s grants in respect of her niece 

– seemingly suggests that the two Alfreds were different individuals.
145

 Familial 

anthroponym usage is also suggestive. In a charter for Bath Abbey, William de 

Moyon referred to his brothers, Wimund and Durand and his sons, William, 

Geoffrey and Robert, none of which are names especially associated with Alfred 

the Giant.
146

 By contrast, the Devonshire tenant-in-chief, Judhael of Totnes, 
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specifically identified his father as an Alfred and named his own son after him.
147

 

Furthermore, an Adelina, perhaps Judhael’s sister, appears at Montchamp (arr. 

Vire, cant. Vassy) with a son named Juhel in a Troarn charter of Henry I’s 

reign.
148

 As Williams notes, given his appearance holding substantial English 

estates in Domesday Book, Judhael of Totnes was almost certainly not the 

landless, high-spirited young noble Orderic (perhaps somewhat romantically) 

paints Alfred’s son to have been in 1079.
149

 Nevertheless, a connection with 

Robert Curthose might explain why Judhael was relieved of his honour by 

William Rufus and why he married a sister of Germond de Picquigny, who hailed 

from the borderlands between Flanders and Normandy, where Curthose made his 

home after his failed rebellion.
150

 Judhael’s establishment of Totnes Priory as a 

cell of SS Serge and Bacchus, Angers and the appearance of a Neil, who perhaps 

married his sister, among his Devonshire tenants also hint at an origin in Lower 

Normandy.
151

 Although both Judhael of Totnes and William de Moyon had 

brothers called Robert,
152

 it is unlikely that they were both sons of Alfred the 

Giant. Family members, especially in the Domesday West Country, tended to be 

established as co-parceners to an individual or group of Anglo-Saxon 

antecessor/res – Judhael and William were not.
153

 Like the rebels of 1047, 
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Alfred’s family appear to have been local figures, who, in Normandy at least, the 

duke chose simply to bypass. 

William’s manipulation of regional society had allowed him both to 

smooth over former concerns and create loyal local supporters in the west. While 

William had increased his level of contact with regional families, for the most part 

he fought shy of rewarding them with extensive estates in their home regions. The 

Haldup family were already well-established in the west before William’s grants 

of land and vicecomital office, while the fortunes of the Montbray, Ryes and 

Bigod families would largely be made after 1066 and in areas far from Lower 

Normandy. Only Richard de Reviers would receive extensive estates in the west 

itself and, as Hagger notes, these were in the Cotentin, rather than his home region 

of the Bessin. Despite the benefits of local knowledge, William continued to rely 

on the tried-and-tested method of implanting kinsmen and Upper Normans 

directly into the region to serve as agents of ducal rule.
154

 These men were the 

driving force behind Lower Normandy’s increasing integration into wider 

Norman and, subsequently, Anglo-Norman familial and seigneurial networks, 

serving in every conceivable position in regional life, including as counts, 

vicomtes, bishops, abbots and landholders, the latter provided for either through 

marriage alliances, forfeited estates or grants of ducal demesne. What such men 

lacked in local knowledge, they made up for through their familial ties to William 

and greater, often total reliance upon his patronage for their advancement, both of 

which made them dependable ducal servants.
155

 

This was no truer than of William’s uterine brothers, Odo and Robert. As 

the foundation charter for the familial foundation at Grestain reveals, their father, 
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Herluin possessed only a modest estate.
156

 Furthermore, despite his marriage to 

William’s mother, he was a rare attestor of ducal charters.
157

 Ducal patronage thus 

provided the mainstay of Odo and Robert’s future fortunes and both men were at 

the forefront of William’s work in Lower Normandy. Odo was the first to find 

employment, replacing another ducal kinsman, Hugh d’Ivry at Bayeux between 

October 1049 and April 1050.
158

 Despite a tempestuous relationship with Duke 

Robert, Hugh had ultimately proven a central support for ducal rule in the 

Bessin.
159

 Hugh’s work to secure church property during William’s minority has 

already been remarked upon, but he was also responsible for beginning the re-

construction of his cathedral church, supporting ducal and noble monasteries 

throughout the diocese and establishing close relationships with many of the local 

landholders who would become patrons and tenants of the bishopric.
160

 Finding 

both a loyal and capable replacement for Hugh was thus a top priority for 

William, especially with the revolt of the Bessin’s great secular lords still so fresh 

in the memory. From the start, Odo demonstrated a clear commitment to the 

development of his diocese in a series of projects that all gained substantial 

funding in the wake of the Conquest.
161

 From William’s perspective, however, 

Odo’s diocesan work was not as important as his role in influencing local society. 

Odo’s efforts ensured that, by the twelfth century, the bishopric of Bayeux had 

become one of the most powerful lords and landholders in the entire duchy. The 

1133 Inquest into Bayeux’s estates and obligations notes that the bishop owed the 
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duke service of twenty knights from a total of 100 knight’s fees, a figure which 

had risen to 120 fees by the Survey of 1172 and which was unmatched by any 

other Norman honour.
162

 Given the unsettled conditions at Bayeux under Odo’s 

immediate successors, the ‘quota and enfeoffments of 1133 must…reflect the 

immense wealth of the bishopric in Odo’s time rather than any subsequent 

enrichment’.
163

 Though Odo, like many of his contemporaries, was not above 

granting episcopal estates to members of his own family,
164

 most of the 

bishopric’s tenants were clearly pre-existing local landholders with whom Odo 

worked closely. The duke encouraged such co-operation. His grant of Grimoult’s 

forfeited estates to Bayeux in 1074 both extended Odo’s interests into the 

neighbouring Cotentin and forced the rebel’s former tenants, such as the 

d’Aubigny family, to come to terms with the duke’s representative in the 

region.
165

 After the Conquest, Odo’s closest allies amongst Bayeux’s honorial 

baronage soon found favour in England, not only as the bishop’s tenants, but also 

as officers and landholders in their own right, doubtless through his patronage.
166

 

Like the duke, Odo relied heavily on humble members of the local aristocracy. 

The families of Lacy, Bigod and Port held only small tenancies from Bayeux, yet 

would go on to experience substantial success after the Conquest. Unlike William, 

however, episcopal patronage failed to bind such figures to Odo’s cause in the 
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long term. Few joined the bishop in his disastrous revolt against William Rufus in 

1088.
167

 

As noted previously, Odo’s brother, Robert had to wait rather longer, 

perhaps as late as 1063, before being granted his reward – the county of Mortain. 

Though full of opportunities, the situation which confronted Robert was also more 

difficult than that faced by his brother. Odo was presented by a church already 

enjoying a revival in a region with a thriving urban economy, where the ducal 

dynasty, though recently unpopular, had possessed fortresses and property and 

supported monasteries since the turn of the eleventh century.
168

 By contrast, no 

Upper Norman monastery possessed estates in the Avranchin in 1047 and Mont 

Saint-Michel, which supposedly recognised ducal authority, had repeatedly 

proven a prickly customer.
169

 Duke Robert had campaigned in the region in the 

1030s and granted and confirmed estates to both the Mont and Avranches 

cathedral, but the diocesan bishops themselves had remained sometimes distant, 

often ineffective figures. Though they left little mark on the historical record, the 

duke’s kinsmen in the region were undoubtedly powerful local figures, a fact 

attested to by their being styled counts ‘of Avranches’ as often as ‘of Mortain’.
170

 

Musset’s theory on the origins of the Goz family’s estates in the region also 

suggests that some of their properties may have originally belonged to the early 

counts.
171

 While Robert’s county would also include substantial estates in the 
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Bessin and Cotentin, there is evidence that the earliest counts possessed property 

in the latter region as well.
172

 Unfortunately for the dukes, previous counts of 

Mortain had proven to be at best despoilers of church property and rare attendees 

at the ducal court, at worst rebels.
173

 Yet the county’s strategic position was 

sound. Comital castles and estates sat astride the western access routes to 

Normandy. From Mortain one might influence events in neighbouring Brittany 

and Maine and watch over the lordship of Bellême, itself often a source of worry 

for the Norman duke.
174

 As with Odo, William’s decision to employ Robert to fill 

this important position proved an inspired choice. Robert worked to develop every 

aspect of his county right up until his death in 1095.
175

 In addition to his castle at 

Mortain, Robert had established fortresses at Saint-Hilaire-du-Harcouët by 1083 

and at Tinchebrai and Le Teilleul by the early twelfth century.
176

 Robert also 

joined William in extending Norman territory southward, establishing a castle at 

Gorron in the Passais by 1082.
177

 Indeed, Robert briefly served as a hostage 

during negotiations with the count of Anjou in 1081.
178

 Robert played a more 

active role in local diplomacy via a series of marriage alliances, which saw him 

establish familial links with a number of important regional dynasties. Robert 

himself married Matilda, the daughter of Roger de Montgomery, who had 

inherited the neighbouring honour of Bellême through his marriage to Mabel in 
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the 1040/50s.
179

 Two of Robert’s own daughters would marry Andrew de Vitré 

and Guy de Laval, both important Breton frontier lords.
180

 The former also held 

property from Robert in both Cornwall and the Avranchin,
181

 as did several other 

Breton lords.
182

 While the high hills and deep valleys of the land around Mortain 

kept and still keep agricultural yields low, Robert increased his revenue by 

exploiting his lordship’s frontier position and command of transport routes to 

develop a network of towns, tolls and fairs, including the lucrative market at 

Montmartin-sur-Mer in the Cotentin.
183

 Robert used his wealth to endow local 

monasteries, such as Marmoutier, Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire and Mont Saint-

Michel,
184

 patronize popular religious figures, such as Vitalis of Savigny and 

William Firmatus,
185

 and follow Upper Norman aristocratic custom by founding 

his own collegiate church and cell of Marmoutier at Mortain.
186

 The speed at 

which Robert established himself in the west is hinted at by his promise of 120 

ships for William’s war fleet in 1066. This was the largest number offered by any 

Norman lord – all the more remarkable when one considers that Robert may only 

have been in possession of Mortain for three years at that point.
187

 Despite 

Robert’s commitment to his strategically positioned lordships not only in 

Normandy, but also, after the Conquest, England, he spent some considerable 
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time at William’s court. Through his charter attestations,
188

 military leadership
189

 

and service as a judge,
190

 Robert displayed more commitment to his ducal/royal 

master than any of his predecessors as count. 

William’s half-brothers were not the only family members employed in 

linking Lower Normandy more closely with the ducal house. In the Avranchin, 

Robert’s appointment as count of Mortain was perhaps preceded by John d’Ivry’s 

election to the bishopric of Avranches in 1060, where he served until his elevation 

to Rouen in 1067. John’s career has been subject to extensive study by Richard 

Allen, who argues that, like Geoffrey and Odo at Coutances and Bayeux, John’s 

episcopate was to play a vital role in William’s wider efforts ‘to consolidate his 

power in Lower Normandy’.
191

 Like Odo and Robert, John had no pre-existing 

connections with the west or, indeed, with the church. Until his elevation to Holy 

Orders and thence the episcopate in his forties, he had lived as a secular 

landholder on his inherited honour of Saint-Philbert in the Risle valley, which he 

used to endow a number of local abbeys, including Saint-Pierre and Saint-Léger 

de Préaux and Bec.
192

 John’s predecessor at Avranches, Bishop Hugh had been 

responsible for some important developments, including major rebuilding works 

at the cathedral and expansion of episcopal property. Nevertheless, his 

considerable involvement at Fécamp suggests a somewhat absentee figure.
193

 

Furthermore, though Hugh had exchanged property with Mont Saint-Michel, the 

abbey itself had continued to avoid episcopal jurisdiction, claiming in c. 1059 that 
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only the duke, not the bishop had the right to discipline the abbot.
194

 John soon 

brought the monastery to heel and consolidated his predecessor’s work, while at 

the same time becoming a more active participant in regional politics. In 1061, he 

successfully enforced episcopal jurisdiction over Mont Saint-Michel, bribing the 

abbot to forego the abbey’s customary independence by appointing him as a 

diocesan archdeacon. By involving him and, by extension, his abbey in the wider 

administration of the see, John paid respect to the Mont’s pre-eminent position in 

the diocese, but emphasised his own overarching authority.
195

 This same 

document also perhaps reveals John’s efforts to use Mont Saint-Michel’s material 

wealth to make up for the poverty of his own cathedral church and organise 

regular diocesan synods.
196

 John’s authorship of De officiis ecclesiasticis in the 

1060s demonstrated his commitment to episcopal organisation and reform.
197

 As 

Geoffrey had done at Coutances, John organised a pancarte confirming episcopal 

property and sought additional rights from the duke.
198

 He also added extensive 

estates on the Risle to the bishopric, drawn from his own honour of Saint-

Philbert.
199

 Such largesse served to tie the distant diocese to Upper Normandy 

even more closely and John himself was committed to both regional and duchy-

wide affairs. He oversaw disputes and land grants not only in the Avranchin,
200

 

but also in neighbouring Brittany and Maine,
201

 where he may have become 

something of an expert on local customs.
202

 At the same time, he attended 

dedication ceremonies and episcopal synods throughout Normandy and was 
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involved in William’s discussions ahead of the Hastings campaign.
203

 John’s 

episcopate was not an unqualified success. Re-construction work on his cathedral 

church was painfully slow, with the church only finally being consecrated on 17 

September 1121.
204

 Nevertheless, in a mere seven years, John, like Robert, had 

done much to enforce ducal authority and foster wider links in Normandy’s 

westernmost pagus.
205

 

In addition to his half-brother and distant cousin, William employed one 

more figure in his efforts to bring the Avranchin under firm ducal rule – Richard 

Goz. The son of the rebellious vicomte Thurstan of the Hiémois, Richard was 

apparently instrumental in reconciling his father with the duke after the events of 

c. 1043.
206

 Richard first appears in the duke’s company, alongside his father, 

before the revolt of 1047 in a grant to Mont Saint-Michel.
207

 As noted previously, 

early identification of Richard’s role at court and as vicomte of Avranches is 

confused by the existence of a separate vicomte Richard in this and other charters 

from the 1050s and early 1060s. Richard himself demonstrably was in the duke’s 

company during this period, appearing in three charters for Marmoutier as 

‘Richard fitzThurstin’ that pre-date William Werlenc’s removal from office.
208

 

Richard attested in this manner as late as 1063, perhaps only becoming vicomte 

later that same year.
209

 Richard certainly had pre-existing links with Lower 

Normandy. In the Bessin, Musset identified the Goz with the lords of Creully and 
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Richard’s daughter, Margaret, would marry vicomte Rannulf II de Briquessart.
210

 

The Goz owed service to Bayeux and a collateral branch of the family later 

patronized Saint-Étienne, Caen with the consent of Richard’s son, Hugh.
211

 

Richard himself supported the Montgomery foundation of Saint-Martin de Troarn 

and, perhaps, Fécamp’s priory of Saint-Gabriel with grants in this region,
212

 where 

the family’s own monastery of Saint-Sever also gained property.
213

 Nevertheless, 

there is no evidence that the family possessed estates in the Avranchin before his 

appointment as vicomte.
214

 The establishment and endowment of Saint-Sever in 

the northern Avranchin demonstrates Richard’s commitment to his new western 

office, though its financial value is harder to assess. By 1172, the earls of Chester 

had fifty knights enfeoffed on their Norman estates, though by then Goz family 

property had merged with that of the vicecomital dynasty of the Bessin.
215

 The 

Norman pipe rolls reveal that the farm of the vicecomitatus of the Avranchin was 

a modest £60 per annum, though by the late twelfth century several major sources 

of revenue, including income from Avranches itself were in other hands.
216

 By 

contrast, the farm of the Bessin was £140.
217

 The Goz family, however, also 

enjoyed revenue from Saint-James-de-Beauvron, farmed for £100 in the late 

twelfth century.
218

 The castle, if not the town had been given over to Richard soon 

after its foundation in the 1060s.
219

 Richard’s task was arguably more complicated 

than those of John d’Ivry and Count Robert. Like Robert, he had an important role 
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guarding Normandy’s frontier, but he also had to establish an effective 

administrative system in a region where direct ducal rule had until his 

appointment been extremely limited. The foundation of Saint-Sever and the 

success of Richard’s son, Hugh in drawing support from the region after the 

Conquest demonstrate that, like his colleagues, Richard was remarkably 

successful in a comparatively short space of time. 

 A number of other Upper Normans filled important positions in the west. 

Roger de Beaumont, one of William’s chief advisors was granted a number of 

estates in the Cotentin, though several of these had been redistributed to Saint-

Wandrille by 1053;
220

 while Ralph, who may have been his brother, briefly held 

the abbacy of Mont Saint-Michel.
221

 The duke also established William Paynel, a 

landholder in the Lieuvin with links to the Montgommery-Bellême clan, in the 

southern Cotentin, sculpting him an honour out of ducal demesne and a marriage 

alliance that brought with it estates held from Mont Saint-Michel.
222

 Odo Stigand 

of Mézidon in the Lieuvin may also have been gifted ducal demesne in the 

northern Cotentin;
223

 while the Broc family, originally from Rouen, had become 

tenants of Rannulf de Briquessart in the Bessin and Cotentin by the end of the 

eleventh century.
224

 Baldwin de Meulles, son of Count Gilbert of Brionne and 

thus a distant cousin to the duke certainly gained property in the southern Cotentin 

before 1066, though this was probably through his second marriage, rather than 
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ducal connivance.
225

 Most important, however, was Robert Bertram, who gained 

an honour based on Bricquebec formed, like that of Richard de Reviers, from a 

former portion of vicomte Neil’s estates. Robert proved a particularly loyal 

servant, patronizing the ducal monasteries of Saint-Ouen and Caen,
226

 witnessing 

numerous ducal documents,
227

 and possibly fighting at Hastings.
228

 In addition to 

his estates, Robert was also trusted to serve as vicomte in the Cotentin, though the 

period in which he held this office is open to debate.
229

 

 As Robert’s case illustrates, William’s establishment of new families in 

Lower Normandy often went hand in hand with administrative reform. Unlike in 

the east, the western vicomtés had long been associated with powerful local 

families.
230

 Victory at Val-ès-Dunes allowed William to redress this situation 

somewhat. In the Bessin, William challenged the independence of Rannulf de 

Briquessart directly through his support for the new town at Caen. Part of a wider 

blossoming of medieval urban life, Caen’s rapid rise from obscurity, first 

appearing only in c. 1025 was accelerated through William and Matilda’s dual 

foundation of Saint-Étienne and La Trinité in c. 1059 and c. 1063 respectively and 

the construction of walls encircling and a ducal castle within the city at about the 

same time.
231

 The city’s emergence as a governmental centre saw migrants flock 

to it, with the abbeys’ charters recording urban property grants by ducal courtiers, 
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nobles from across Normandy and tradesmen from as far afield as Brittany.
232

 

Caen’s role as the economic hub for the Bessin rendered Rannulf’s former wealth 

and influence somewhat moot.
233

 In the Cotentin too, ducal administration was 

transformed through the emergence of increasingly powerful urban centres, most 

notably Cherbourg, at the heart of which lay another ducal castle-church complex, 

and Coutances, which was largely divided between William’s close allies, Robert 

of Mortain and Geoffrey de Montbray.
234

 Equally important, however, was 

William’s reorganization of the vicomté itself. The succession to the vicomté of 

the Cotentin after 1047 is by no means clear.
235

 While retaining the office in the 

wake of Val-ès-Dunes, Neil II seemingly forfeited his position as vicomte 

following his exile in the mid-1050s.
236

 By the mid-1070s, Neil’s son, Neil III had 

succeeded to the family’s remaining estates.
237

 The office of vicomte, however, 

appears to have passed to one Eudo, regularly identified with Thurstin Haldup’s 

son, Eudo au Chapel.
238

 Eudo was active throughout the 1070s and 1080s,
239

 

appearing specifically as vicomte in documents concerning Saint-Benoît-sur-

Loire, Saint-Florent de Saumur and Saint-Étienne and La Trinité, Caen
240

 and 

when adjudicating a dispute concerning Humphrey de Bohon’s gifts to 
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Marmoutier.
241

 Eudo, however, did not act alone as vicomte. Robert Bertram also 

appears as vicomte in a dispute with Marmoutier over property in the Cotentin 

heard before Queen Matilda at Cherbourg in December 1080, at which Eudo was 

present.
242

 The adjudication of the Bohon dispute, in which Eudo served as 

vicomte, almost certainly took place at the same meeting of the queen’s court, so 

suggesting that the Cotentin had been divided into two vicomtés, each held by a 

loyal ducal supporter. The situation is further complicated, however, by Neil III’s 

apparent elevation to vicecomital status by June 1080.
243

 Within the space of a 

single year, three vicomtes can thus be found operating simultaneously in the 

Cotentin. Though Robert Bertram was soon dead, Eudo and Neil III may have 

continued to work side by side.
244

 This is just one sign of the complex 

administrative system apparently emerging in the Cotentin over the course of 

William’s reign. The complexities of William’s grant to Cerisy in 1042, if the 

version of the charter recorded in the abbey’s pancarte did indeed represent a 

post-1050 adaptation of a lost original, might be mentioned and include the 

apparent division of the Cotentin into a number of vicomtés. So too might the 

proliferation of ducal officials below the rank of vicomte. A writ from William to 

Queen Matilda concerning Marmoutier’s rights in Normandy (which, given the 

abbey’s estates, must have equated largely to Lower Normandy) refers to the 
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duke’s foresters, mentioning Hugolin de Cherbourg by name.
245

 William may 

have sought to use Matilda herself as a governor in the region. In addition to the 

disputes settled at her court in Cherbourg in December 1080, Hagger identifies 

several occasions on which Matilda was treated as a major authority in the 

Cotentin by the duke and others and she certainly received estates in the region.
246

 

This theory is supported further by the appearance of a number of Lower 

Normans amongst landholders associated with Matilda in Domesday Book.
247

 

The long-term success of William’s policy of alliances, appointments and 

administrative reform can be traced through his military interventions in Lower 

Normandy and its neighbouring regions. William’s initial campaigns demonstrate 

a largely defensive mind-set and, arguably, the continuing insecurity of his 

authority in the west. Almost as soon as William had put down internal unrest in 

1047, the duchy’s southern borders were threatened by the rising power of 

Geoffrey Martel, count of Anjou. Having campaigned pro-actively against 

Geoffrey in Anjou alongside the French king in 1049,
248

 William was presented 

with a direct threat to his own duchy in c. 1051. Having subdued Maine, Geoffrey 

formed an alliance with the Bellême family,
249

 whose castles at Alençon and 

Domfront commanded Normandy’s southern border. Given Ivo of Bellême’s 

position as bishop of Sées and his family’s extensive possessions throughout that 

same region, Geoffrey was well-positioned to challenge William’s authority as far 
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north as Argentan.
250

 Far from approaching this threat ‘in an adventurous, even a 

playful spirit’,
251

 William’s initial attempt to seize Domfront by force and, 

perhaps, the marriage of his half-sister to an otherwise unremarkable local lord, 

William de la Ferté-Macé, demonstrate how seriously the young duke viewed this 

threat to his authority and the brutality he subsequently meted out to the insulting 

defenders of Alençon his determination to crush all further thoughts of rebellion 

by any means.
252

 While the campaign resulted in the duke gaining control of 

Domfront for the first time,
253

 William’s failure to follow up on his success 

demonstrates the underlying limitations of his position. It would take time for the 

new, loyal lord of Bellême, William’s close ally, Roger de Montgomery to 

become established in the region;
254

 while Geoffrey would continue to threaten 

the duchy, with or without possession of these castles until his death in 1060.
255

 

That these events have proven so difficult to date probably reflects the near-

constant nature of warfare during the late 1040s and early 1050s, a further sign of 

how insecure William’s hold of the frontier was during this period.
256

 By the 

1060s, however, the establishment of ducal allies and officers in the west, as well 

as Geoffrey’s death and the Angevin civil war that followed it, allowed William to 

go on the offensive. William’s establishment of allies and kinsmen on 

Normandy’s southern march in the early 1050s provided the solid groundwork 

                                                 
250

 Bates, William the Conqueror, p. 57. 
251

 Searle, Predatory Kinship, p. 208. 
252

 GG, pp. 22-8; GND, ii, pp. 122-4, for contemporary accounts of the campaign; Chartes de 

Saint-Julien de Tours (1002-1300), ed. L.C. Denis (Le Mans, 2 vols., 1912-13), nos. 24, 29, 45, 

46; Recueil, no. 131; Regesta, no. 279; Douglas, Domesday Monachorum, pp. 35-6, for the La 

Ferté-Macé marriage. G. Garnett, ‘Robert Curthose: The Duke Who Lost His Trousers’, ANS 35 

(2013), pp. 218-20, for the political difficulties contemporary chroniclers faced in discussing these 

events. 
253

 Hagger, King and Conqueror, p. 183 n. 5. 
254

 OV, ii, p. 365. 
255

 Douglas, William the Conqueror, pp. 63-76, for Geoffrey’s campaigns against Normandy 

during the intervening years. 
256

 OV, ii, p. 365. Bates, Normandy, p. 79, for the theory that Ivo only returned to the ducal fold in 

c. 1057. 



 - 243 - 

required to support expansion into Maine from 1062 onwards. Similarly, growing 

ducal connections in the Cotentin and Avranchin created a platform for William’s 

intervention in Brittany in 1064.
257

 The extent and varied nature of familial, 

tenurial, ecclesiastical and cultural links between Brittany and Lower Normandy 

up to and beyond the Conquest has been discussed at length in the first chapter of 

this thesis.
258

 These included familial relationships and territorial possessions that 

criss-crossed the Couesnon. The marriage alliances organised in the mid-eleventh 

century by both local figures, such as Humphrey de Bohon, and newcomers, such 

as Robert of Mortain, demonstrate that such connections remained an important 

part of regional life even as the political, social, administrative and ecclesiastical 

influence of Upper Normandy came into the ascendant. This rise in ducal 

influence, however, meant that Bretons with interests in the region, such as 

Rivallon I of Dol and Maino de Fougères increasingly had to deal with William 

directly, as well as maintaining their long-established links with local 

landholders.
259

 The unstable situation in Brittany, where Conan II was attempting 

to assert his authority over the nobility of the Nantais and Rennais following a 

long, violent minority, may have encouraged many to work with William ‘to 

promote their own interests’.
260

 Keats-Rohan suggests that it was through their 

agency that William gained access to Brittany in 1064. This support, alongside 

William’s military might, forced Conan to withdraw and come to terms, so 

allowing the duke to consolidate further his conquest of Maine free from Breton 
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intervention.
 261

 William’s Breton allies subsequently received rewards both in 

England and Normandy following the Conquest, while William himself continued 

to interfere across the Breton border for the rest of his reign, most notably in his 

continued support for Iuthael, the deposed bishop of Dol from 1076-1081.
262

 

As well as empowering the duke to take a more proactive stance in the 

affairs of his western neighbours, William’s policies also had a transformative 

effect on the lives of Lower Normandy’s inhabitants, which stretched far beyond 

those families with whom he had established close relationships. Nowhere is this 

clearer than in the region’s evolving ecclesiastical scene. In addition to the 

extensive work carried out by Lower Normandy’s bishops discussed above, the 

practices of monastic endowment and foundation experienced a renaissance 

during William’s reign. Upon William’s accession in 1035, the monastic situation 

in the west was little changed from that which had existed in the tenth century. 

Upper Norman houses, including Fécamp and Jumièges had come into possession 

of some scattered estates in the Bessin and, perhaps, Cotentin, mainly during the 

1020s.
263

 While Mont Saint-Michel had acquired territory in the west through 

ducal patronage, its relationship with Rouen remained strained. Furthermore, 

entries in the abbey’s cartulary suggest that, aside from members of the ducal 

house itself, few Lower Normans patronized the Mont before c. 1050.
264

 

                                                 
261

 Keats-Rohan, ‘Breton Contingent’, p. 166. 
262

 K.S.B. Keats-Rohan, ‘The Bretons and Normans of England 1066-1154: the family, the fief and 

the feudal monarchy’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 36 (1992), pp. 49-52; P. de Fougerolles, 

‘Pope Gregory VII, the Archbishopric of Dol and the Normans’, ANS 21 (1999), pp. 54, 61. 
263

 Musset, ‘La contribution de Fécamp’, pp. 57-66; idem, ‘Actes inédits I’, p. 117; Potts, Monastic 

Revival, pp. 74-7. Above, pp. 100-102, for Saint-Taurin’s possessions in the Cotentin. 
264

 MSM, nos. 8 (1037x1054), 9, 43 (both 1054). The first involved Adelelm, one of Duke Robert’s 

knights in the Avranchin; the second William Pichenoht, a local landholder in the Avranchin and 

Channel Islands; the third, Neil the Priest, probably a member of the vicecomital dynasty of Saint-

Sauveur. Before William’s reign, only one Norman landholder (and he a ducal servant, Restald, 

Duke Robert’s ship-builder) had granted the abbey property in the Channel Islands (no. 33 

(1027x1035)). Given the cartulary’s inclusion of extensive tenth- and early eleventh-century 

Breton and Manceaux materials, such an absence can hardly be explained as an accident of 



 - 245 - 

Similarly, while Duke Robert had shown his desire to further ducal authority in 

the west through the foundation of a new ducal monastery at Cerisy-la-Forêt in 

1032, that abbey probably also only began to receive local support some twenty 

years later.
265

 From c. 1030 onwards, the Upper Norman aristocracy began to 

emulate the duke by establishing their own collegiate churches and 

monasteries.
266

 There is little evidence for their Lower Norman counterparts 

following suit.
267

 Victory at Val-ès-Dunes, however, was followed by a rapid 

upturn in local support for monastic development – a direct result of increased 

ducal activity in Lower Normandy. William himself invested more heavily than 

any of his predecessors in regional ecclesiastical initiatives. The dual foundations 

at Caen begun in the 1060s represented part of the duke’s wider plan to develop 

the town as his second capital. Concurrently, William also established a new 

college of canons in the important western port-town of Cherbourg, attached to 

his castle chapel.
268

 After the Conquest, this was followed by an abbey at 

Montebourg – the first ducal house to be established in the Cotentin.
269

 The local 

dioceses and many earlier monastic foundations, including Cerisy,
270

 Saint-
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Wandrille,
271

 and the foreign houses of Saint-Florent de Saumur and 

Marmoutier,
272

 the latter of which now established a priory at Héauville in the 

Cotentin,
273

 all continued to receive ducal patronage.
274

 Such activity was 

unprecedented not only in scale, but also in terms of the reaction it inspired. While 

Mont Saint-Michel and Cerisy had waited decades to receive local patronage, 

William’s efforts garnered almost instant support. As the existence of the 

aforementioned houses demonstrates, this upturn was not solely due either to the 

proximity of the foundations in question or ducal patronage. Rather, William’s 

appointment of outsiders to prominent positions in the west following the revolt of 

1047 and the fall of William Werlenc had a transformative effect upon local 

traditions. By the 1050s, Upper Norman aristocrats were habitual patrons of local 

religious institutions. Grants of Lower Norman property by comparative 

newcomers to the region, such as Baldwin de Meulles,
275

 Odo Stigand,
276

 Richard 

Goz,
277

 Robert Bertram,
278

 Robert of Mortain,
279

 the Beaumont family and Walter 

Broc
280

 thus represented the direct extension westward of existing Upper Norman 

practice. This combination of extensive aristocratic and ducal patronage in Lower 

Normandy encouraged local lords to do likewise. Unsurprisingly, all those locals 

who can be identified as enjoying close links with the duke engaged in 
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ecclesiastical patronage from c. 1050 onwards,
281

 most notably the families of 

Haldup,
282

 Montbray,
283

 Moyon,
284

 Reviers,
285

 and Alfred the Giant.
286

 Those 

locals who were tenants of either Upper Norman lords or Lower Normans with 

connections to the duke often did likewise.
287

 A plethora of more minor local 

figures with no obvious connections to the duke, however, also began to seek his 

confirmation for their donations from c. 1050 onwards.
288

 This particular 

development was mirrored throughout Normandy, further demonstrating the 

region’s increasing integration.
289

 Even William’s old foes, the vicecomital 

dynasties of the Cotentin and Bessin and Grimoult’s accomplice, Serlo de 

Lingèvres engaged in the increasingly popular practice of monastic patronage.
290

 

Most remarkable was the instantaneous support for William and Matilda’s dual 

foundation at Caen. The earliest charters from both houses include ducal 

confirmations of donations by local landholders that must have been made almost 
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as soon as each abbey had been founded.
291

 Such grants demonstrate how rapidly 

patterns of patronage emerged in the west after c. 1047, but their subsequent 

confirmation by William, at the behest of donors, as well as receivers, is equally 

significant, revealing how quickly patronage became associated with the 

recognition of ducal authority by local lords. Another sign of increasing local 

interest in monasticism was that many of these grants were made on the occasion 

of a family member entering a religious institution.
292

 Local support for 

monasticism, though much increased, was not without limitations. While several 

aristocratic monasteries and collegiate churches were established in Lower 

Normandy during William’s reign, most were founded by Upper Norman nobles 

(Saint-Gabriel, Saint-Sever, Saint-Vigor-le-Grand, the college of Saint-Évroult 

and cell of Marmoutier at Mortain) or those local families with the closest 

connections to the duke (Fontenay, Lessay, Sainte-Marie de Néhou).
293

 Among 

the less favoured local lords, Humphrey de Bohon established his own collegiate 

church at Saint-Georges-de-Bohon, which was soon transferred to Marmoutier.
294

 

The Hommet family’s earlier collegiate church at Saint-Fromond was similarly 

entrusted to Cerisy.
295

 Local society, however, remained open to external 
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ecclesiastical influences, as demonstrated by Warin de Bailleul’s foundation of 

Saint-Cyr de Bailleul, a priory of Saint-Magloire de Léhon in c. 1060.
296

 

 By the Conquest and certainly by William’s death in 1087, the duke’s 

authority in Lower Normandy had scaled new heights. In practical terms, this had 

been achieved through the development of ducal centres, such as Caen and 

increasing ducal control over the appointment and remit of regional officers, most 

notably the vicomtes. Yet subtle methods were equally important in cementing 

ducal interests in the region, including the establishment of closer relationships 

with local figures and the creeping spread of ecclesiastical patronage. These 

efforts served to make Norman society increasingly homogenous. By 1087, Lower 

Normans, like their eastern counterparts, can be found in the duke’s company, 

serving as officers in his household and supporting and founding ecclesiastical 

institutions. The successful establishment of ducal rule in the west played a 

critical role in William’s later career. William’s imperious campaigns into Maine 

and Brittany in the 1060s would have been unthinkable without the preceding 

establishment of Lower Normandy as a loyal and secure base for ducal operations. 

Indeed, as we have seen, William’s intervention in Brittany was almost certainly 

dependent upon the increasing influence the duke and his allies had over cross-

border contacts in the Cotentin and Avranchin. Even the Conquest of England was 

greatly aided, if the evidence of the Ship List is to be believed, by the duke’s 

growing control over the resources of Lower Normandy – the region’s soldiers 

and ships surely represented in the large contingents pledged to William’s cause 

by figures such as Robert of Mortain, Odo of Bayeux and Hugh d’Avranches. 

Nevertheless, William’s success in the west was not absolute. In the Avranchin, 

                                                 
296
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the comparatively late installation of ducally-appointed officers, both secular and 

ecclesiastical, and William’s continuing travails with the monks of Mont Saint-

Michel, suggest ongoing insecurity. Similarly, William’s decision to exile his 

disgraced uncle, Mauger to Guernsey in 1054 suggests that he saw the Channel 

Islands as something of a backwater, safely out of the way on the periphery of the 

duchy, despite their accessiblility by sea.
297

 More importantly, William continued 

to rely more on his own favoured appointees than on members of the local 

aristocracy, many of whom remained distant figures, despite the duke’s efforts to 

engage them. The wider consequences of these limitations will become evident as 

we move on to consider the most transformative of all influences on eleventh-

century Normandy and its residents, the Conquest of England. 

6.4) After the Fall: Lower Normans in England 

No analysis of any aspect of William’s reign would be complete without 

considering the impact of his greatest achievement. The breadth and depth of the 

Conquest’s transformative influence on Norman politics, economics, society and 

culture have been well-rehearsed elsewhere. This section will concern itself with 

the carefully-orchestrated colonisation of England by the Normans and their allies 

after 1066, as recorded in Domesday Book.
298

 The selection of both landholders 

and the location of their estates were determined by myriad factors, including 

strategic concerns, the complexities of Anglo-Saxon lordship relationships, pre-

Conquest French interests, the transferal of existing English honorial complexes 

and aggressive personal enterprise.
299

 In addition to these influences, as a minority 
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group in a foreign, hostile land, it was also important that individual French 

landholders were surrounded by people they knew and trusted, both as neighbours 

and their own sub-tenants. Pre-existing tenurial and familial links thus played a 

major role in establishing French settlement patterns, which, as Keats-Rohan has 

noted, meant that ‘the destiny of post-Conquest landholders in England was 

determined by their continental region of origin, because that determined their 

tenurial and familial links’.
300

  

Amongst the various regional groups that contributed to the Conquest, the 

role played by Lower Normans in this great drama has to date been subject to 

little attention. A plethora of prosopographical studies, of which Domesday 

People is the most recent and comprehensive, provides the means to analyse how 

the Lower Norman origins of many Domesday landholders shaped their part in 

William’s greatest enterprise. While, as Keats-Rohan herself notes, the 

identification of continental origins for many Domesday tenants and sub-tenants 

remains ‘predicated upon the notion of probability, not of certainty’, she has used 

this data to draw some preliminary conclusions about Lower Normandy’s role in 

the Conquest, noting that by 1086 ‘there were perhaps as many west Norman 

landholders in England as East Norman’, indeed possibly even ‘a slight balance in 

favour of the west’.
301

 From a purely numerical perspective, this would suggest 

that William’s ongoing efforts to integrate Lower Normandy with the rest of the 

duchy had proven extremely successful by 1086. While certainly suggestive, such 

a statistical overview does not consider the individual circumstances of England’s 

Lower Norman landholders. When these are considered, a more nuanced picture 
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of Lower Normandy’s role in the post-Conquest settlement of England emerges. It 

is one that strongly reflects the methodology William employed in establishing 

ducal authority in Lower Normandy after 1047, as outlined in the previous 

section. William’s continuing reliance on Upper Norman allies, his growing 

connections with regional aristocrats and ongoing social links between Lower 

Normandy and Brittany are all echoed in post-Conquest settlement patterns. Yet 

the limitations of William’s newfound authority in both the Avranchin and his 

direct patronage of the Lower Norman aristocracy are equally evident. 

Just as he had in Lower Normandy after 1047, William relied on a core of 

Upper Norman kinsmen and close supporters when organising the settlement of 

England after 1066. Unsurprisingly, there was considerable overlap between those 

figures who had previously been enriched in the west and those who subsequently 

acquired English estates. Of no one was this truer than William’s half-brothers, 

Odo of Bayeux and Robert of Mortain. Until his fall from grace in 1082, Odo was 

the single wealthiest French recipient of English estates, possessing property 

stretched over 22 counties and worth approximately £3050 in 1086.
302

 Domesday 

Book reveals that Robert was nearly as powerful, indeed second only to Roger de 

Montgomery, amongst William’s secular supporters, possessing estates worth 

over £2,100 spread across 20 counties.
303

 While neither Odo nor Robert were 

Lower Normans themselves, the limited Upper Norman inheritance bequeathed 

them by their father had forced both brothers to depend heavily on Lower Norman 

support in the years up to 1066. Unsurprisingly, then, the majority of the brothers’ 

new English sub-tenants hailed from their areas of influence in Lower Normandy. 

In the case of Odo, this meant men drawn from his church’s estates or nearby. For 
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the majority, the lands they held from Odo were their only English possessions.
304

 

Some individuals may not have depended entirely upon Odo for their 

advancement, enjoying broader familial connections,
305

 possessing sub-tenancies 

from other lords,
306

 or a mixture of both.
307

 Given that all these individuals held 

the majority of their estates from Odo, originated in his diocese and, in some 

cases, held Norman estates from his church, it would perhaps be as well not to 

overemphasise this point. In addition to his vast estates, Odo’s wide-ranging role 

in royal government, which included not only influence over the king’s decisions, 

but also direct control over tenurial arrangements made in the king’s absence, 

allowed Odo to advance the careers of those close to him even more broadly.
308

 

Powerful English tenants-in-chief such as Gilbert Maminot, bishop of Lisieux,
309

 

Roger Bigod,
310

 Ilbert de Lacy,
311

 and Hugh de Port
312

 all held extensive sub-
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tenancies from Odo in England (some of which may have pre-dated their own 

tenancies) and provided knights for his Norman episcopate.
313

 Odo may also have 

secured advancement for other members of these families. Ralph de Courbépine, 

doubtless a relative of Gilbert, held a sub-tenancy from Odo in Kent.
314

 Hubert de 

Port, like his relative Hugh, held land in Hampshire.
315

 Ilbert’s brother, Walter 

received extensive estates in Herefordshire and Gloucestershire directly from the 

king, rather than via William fitzOsbern as previously supposed.
316

 To this list 

might be added Roger de Courseulles and Robert Gernon. Though neither man 

held English estates from Odo, both families owed substantial service to the 

bishopric of Bayeux.
317

 In Roger’s case, his father, William can also be found 

holding a single manor in Somerset from Robert of Mortain, which further 

suggests a link to the Conteville family.
318

 As sub-tenants of Roger de 

Montgomery in Shropshire and benefactors of that family’s monastery of Saint-

Martin de Troarn, however, William and Roger’s English fortunes cannot have 

depended solely on Odo’s patronage.
319

 Odo probably also played a role in 

restoring the fortunes of Haimo, son of the rebel Haimo Dentatus, who, as well as 

serving as a royal steward, held of the bishop in Kent, where he was sheriff.
320

 

The continental origins of Robert of Mortain’s sub-tenants are more 

difficult to determine. Herluin’s meagre inheritance passed solely to Robert, 
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providing him with some property in the vicinity of Falaise, Lisieux and 

Conteville in addition to his Lower Norman county.
321

 Several Mortain sub-

tenants clearly hailed from these properties, including Boselin and his brother, 

Hugh – Mortain tenants in Sussex and Northamptonshire from the Bessin/Lieuvin 

border – and Ralph de la Pomeroy and his brother, William Capra – minor tenants 

in Cornwall and Devon from the vicinity of Falaise, who also gained substantial 

tenancies-in-chief in both the latter county and Somerset.
322

 Walter, one of 

Robert’s comital sheriffs in the Rape of Pevensey originally came from Ricarville, 

near Dieppe.
323

 Robert also acquired his English properties piecemeal over an 

extended period, with William initially granting his later possessions in Cornwall 

and Suffolk to the Breton count, Brian of Penthièvre, who left England in c. 

1070.
324

 Robert may, then, have inherited some tenants from his predecessor, 

rather than enfeoffed them personally. Despite these caveats, it is clear that the 

majority of Robert’s 88 sub-tenants did come from his Lower Norman estates.
325

 

From Mortain itself came Richard de Sourdeval, who held almost half of Robert’s 

Yorkshire estates
326

 and, perhaps, Alan de Ducey, who possessed property in 

Buckinghamshire and Sussex.
327

 Ralph Chesneduit also hailed from Normandy’s 

southern borderlands, though the distance of Chêneduoit (near Putanges, Orne) 

from Robert’s castle at Tinchebray (some 25 kilometres to the west) and the fact 

that it was held from the Braose family render this association interesting.
328

 From 

the Bessin came William de Cahagnes, one of Robert’s wealthiest subtenants and 
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his chief representative in Northamptonshire, where he was also sheriff in 1086.
329

 

Even more powerful was Reginald de Valle Torta, Robert’s leading tenant in 

Devon, whose estates across the south-west formed the basis for the later barony 

of Trematon.
330

 Reginald and his possible brothers, Hugh and Godfrey almost 

certainly came from Torteval-Quesnay in the Bessin, although they have 

traditionally been associated with Vautortes, near Mayenne – another area where 

Mortain influence would have been much in evidence.
331

 Interestingly, by far the 

majority of those sub-tenants whose continental origins can be clearly identified 

came from the count’s scattered estates in the Cotentin.
332

 Other sub-tenants, 

though probably Lower Norman, are difficult to place with certainty.
333

 The 
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their Officials in the Later Eleventh Century’, ANS 13 (1991), p. 246; DP, p. 353). 
333

 Eudo fitzNigel (DP, pp. 7, 195): both anthroponyms were common in Lower Normandy. It is 

not impossible that this may have been vicomte Eudo II of the Cotentin, brother and heir to Neil III 

de Saint-Sauveur. Dodeman (DP, p. 177): an unusual Scandinavian name, his Lower Norman 

origins are suggested by the fact that he also held from William de Moyon and Roger de 

Courseulles. Hamelin of Cornwall (DP, p. 243): the name is perhaps Breton (Ditmas, ‘Breton 

Settlers’, p. 20), but he is found in the same Norman context as Alan de Ducey. Nigel Fossard and 

his son, Robert (DP, pp. 302-303, 388): again, a common Lower Norman anthroponym. The 

surname perhaps refers to Villiers-Fossard, between Saint-Lô and Cerisy-la-Forêt in the Cotentin. 

Rabel (DP, p. 326): an uncommon name, occasionally found in Lower Normandy. Also the name 

of Robert the Magnificent’s fleet commander against Brittany in the 1030s, perhaps a man with 

local knowledge of the Breton coastline (above, p. 181). Ralph the Priest (DP, p. 343): identified 

with Henry I’s chancellor, Ranulf (B. Golding, ‘The Coming of the Cluniacs’, ANS 3 (1980), p. 

70; J.A. Green, The Government of England Under Henry I (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 28 and 235; 

Sanders, Baronies, p. 14). His early association with Henry I suggests a Lower Norman origin 

(Davies, ‘Count of the Côtentin’, p. 133). Richard fitzTurold (DP, pp. 364-5; I.N. Soulsby, 

‘Richard fitzTurold, lord of Penhallam, Cornwall’, Medieval Archaeology 20 (1976), pp. 146-8; 

Golding, ‘Robert of Mortain’, pp. 136, 138; Mason, ‘Barons and their Officials’, p. 246): the 

count’s steward and leading landholder in Cornwall appears, as does his father, in grants to Mont 

Saint-Michel, but these concerned his own English estates, so an origin in the Avranchin is 

questionable (Sanders, Baronies, p. 110). Robert fitzIvo (DP, pp. 385-6): the count’s constable and 

possible ancestor of the Beauchamp family. There are several Beauchamps in the vicinity of 
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continental origins of some twenty Mortain sub-tenants are impossible to 

determine, including those of important baronial officials such as Thurstin and 

Gilbert, comital sheriffs in Cornwall and the Rape of Pevensey respectively.
334

 

While some Mortain sub-tenants clearly had unusual origins,
335

 the preponderance 

of Lower Normans would suggest that many of these unidentified individuals also 

came from Robert’s western estates. 

The Goz family also played a major role in both Lower Normandy and 

England. While Richard Goz remained active only in Normandy until the late 

1080s,
336

 his son, Hugh d’Avranches became, like Odo and Robert, one of the 

wealthiest magnates of post-Conquest England, possessing estates worth over 

£800 in twenty counties by 1086.
337

 Hugh’s prominence after 1066 led later 

sources to depict him as a major figure in pre-Conquest Normandy. It is Hugh, 

rather than his father, who is listed as providing vessels for William’s invasion 

fleet, according to the Ship List of 1067-c. 1072.
338

 Writing in the 1070s, William 

of Poitiers identified a Hugh vicecomes as one of the great lay lords of pre-

Conquest Normandy, though he almost certainly meant Hugh II de Montfort, who 

also contributed vessels to the fleet, not Hugh d’Avranches.
339

 Orderic Vitalis, 

using William of Poitiers in the twelfth century, may, like some modern 

commentators, have mistaken this Hugh vicecomes for Hugh d’Avranches, as he 

                                                                                                                                      
Mortain estates throughout Normandy. Whether Robert was related to Hugh de Beauchamp, an 

important royal official and tenant-in-chief, is unknown. 
334

 Mason, ‘Barons and their Officials’, pp. 245-6. 
335

 Two of Robert’s tenants, Erchenbald and Fulcher, were probably Flemings (DP, pp. 189, 201). 

Below, pp. 272-4, for a discussion of Robert’s Breton tenants. 
336

 Richard did not die until the late 1080s, as he attests both Regesta, nos. 48 (1081x1087) and 

146 (1086). Hugh’s first appearance as vicomte is no earlier than 1079 (Regesta, no. 48 

(1079x1087)), but he appears to have been in office by 1085 (MSM, no. 74), suggesting that 

Richard had retired before his death. 
337

 Hollister, ‘Domesday Tenants-in-Chief’, p. 242; C.P. Lewis, ‘The formation of the honor of 

Chester, 1066–1100’, Journal of the Chester Archaeological Society 71 (1991),  p. 42.  
338

 van Houts, ‘Ship list’, pp. 166-7, 176. 
339

 GG, p. 102; Recueil, nos. 137; van Houts, ‘Ship list’, p. 176. 
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omitted the name from his own list of great lay lords.
340

 Orderic disliked Hugh, 

hence this omission, though even he admitted elsewhere that Hugh was pre-

eminent among William’s Norman magnates.
341

 Given the absence of any pre-

Conquest references to Hugh in Normandy, however, Lewis argued that he was 

probably too young to have fought at Hastings and had ‘no existing baronage 

awaiting rewards in England’, instead attracting ‘a following of knights from 

various parts of Normandy’.
342

 The continental origins of Hugh’s most powerful 

sub-tenants are certainly obscure, which may support Lewis’ argument that they 

were ‘mostly young men of his own generation’, eager for land and wealth of 

their own.
343

 The origins of Hugh fitzNorman of Mold and his brother, Ralph, the 

earl’s steward are completely unknown. Osbern fitzTezzo and William Malbank 

of Nantwich may perhaps have come from the Goz family’s old stomping grounds 

in the Hiémois.
344

 Only two of Hugh’s closest supporters can be located with any 

certainty – his constable, William fitzNigel, who probably hailed from the 

Cotentin and, of course, his cousin, Robert of Rhuddlan, whose immediate family 

were active in the Lieuvin and Hiémois.
345

 Robert fitzHugh of Malpas may have 

been another family member.
346

 An analysis of Hugh’s lowlier sub-tenants reveals 

that they, like Robert of Mortain’s followers, were drawn from a mixture of 

recently-acquired estates in the Avranchin and older family holdings further east. 

Several came from or were associated with the Hiémois and neighbouring 

                                                 
340

 OV, ii, p. 140; Hollister, ‘Domesday tenants-in-chief’, pp. 236-7, 243, 248, and Le Patourel, 

Norman Empire, p. 335, for modern examples of this error. 
341

 OV, iii, p. 216, for Hugh’s importance in Normandy; ii, pp. 260-62, for Orderic’s character 

assassination. 
342

 C.P. Lewis, ‘Hugh d’Avranches’, ODNB; a view reiterated in Green, Aristocracy, pp. 75, 94. 
343

 Lewis, ‘Hugh d’Avranches’. 
344

 DP, pp. 316, 492-3 – Osbern can be found granting property in Lincolnshire to Saint-Évroult. 

William also held land from Roger of Montgomery in Shropshire, which might suggest a pre-

Conquest Norman link, though could just as easily represent strategic co-ordination on the March. 
345

 DP, pp. 379, 486. 
346

 Green, Aristocracy, p. 75. 
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Lieuvin;
347

 while some may have been connected to Hugh through his wife, 

Ermentrude de Clermont-en-Beauvaisis.
348

 Others, however, hailed from the 

Bessin, where the Goz had extensive interests around Creully.
349

 These early 

holdings may account for the supposed genealogical ties between the Goz and 

Bigod families,
350

 though Richard and Hugh became more directly associated 

with the family following their establishment in the Avranchin.
351

 Many sub-

tenants, however, certainly did hail from the immediate vicinity of the family’s 

post-Conquest monastic foundation at Saint-Sever-Calvados,
352

 from estates only 

acquired after Richard’s appointment as vicomte of the Avranchin.
353

 Only two of 

Hugh’s tenants can be placed in the Avranchin proper,
354

 though Hugh’s 

connections there are also attested by his employment of Gerald of Avranches as a 

household clerk.
355

 The Goz family’s Lower Norman estates thus played a 

                                                 
347

 Baldric de Bocquencé (DP, p. 160), Erneis de Buron (DP, p. 191 – mainly associated with Odo 

of Bayeux), and William de Percy (DP, pp. 478-9). Perhaps also Geoffrey de Sartes (DP, p. 227) 

and Rozelin de Normanville (DP, p. 415), a Lincolnshire tenant who also held a Percy sub-tenancy 

in Yorkshire. 
348

 Keats-Rohan, ‘Four Case Studies’, p. 24, for some suggestions. 
349

 Fulk de Banville (DP, p. 201), Walter fitzBurning from Caen (DP, p. 460), and Richard de 

Presles (DP, p. 360; Keats-Rohan, ‘Four Case Studies’, pp. 27-9). Tezelin may also have hailed 

from this region (below, p. 265 n. 387), as might the Vernon family, perhaps named from Vaire-

sur-Mer (DP, pp. 362, 454), though Hugh admittedly had one tenant, Drogo from Les Andelys, 

which is close to Vernon in Eure (DP, p. 179). 
350

 GND, ii, p. 126 – the toponymic ‘Abrincatensem’ is chronological inaccurate at this point. 
351

 Roger Bigod and his tenant, Robert de Courson, who notably hailed from just to the north-west 

of Saint-Sever (DP, p. 375), held a number of Hugh’s estates in East Anglia (LDB, fols. 152v, 

153r, 299r, 299v, 301v, 302v). While these sub-tenancies may have arisen from the post-Conquest 

practicalities of administering Hugh’s distant, scattered estates in East Anglia, Bigot of Les Loges, 

presumably a member of the same family, possessed substantial estates in Cheshire as well (DP, p. 

168). 
352

 Ilbert de Roullours (DP, p. 279; Early Yorkshire Charters, ed. W. Farrer and Sir C.T. Clay 

(Edinburgh, 12 vols., 1914-65), v, pp. 95-6, hereafter EYC), Nigel de Burcy (DP, p. 301), and 

Ranulf de Maisnilwarin (DP, p. 354; W. Farrer, Honors and Knights’ Fees (London, 3 vols., 1923-

5), ii, pp. 227-8). If William fitzNigel is to be identified with a La Haye in the Cotentin, La Haye-

Pesnel is not far distant (above, pp. 256 n. 332, 258). Humphrey de Cotentin (DP, p. 275) may 

have been connected to Hugh by either this region or his possessions in the Hiémois. 
353

 Musset, ‘Les origines et le patrimoine’, pp. 358, 360. 
354

 Haimo de Macey (Loyd, Origins, pp. 61-2) and, perhaps, Roger de Milly, though he may also 

have come from Meslay near Thury-Harcourt, which would not be surprising given the Goz 

estates in that region (DP, p. 405). 
355

 DP, p. 206. According to Orderic, Gerald persuaded several of Hugh’s knights to become 

monks at Saint-Évroult, a further sign of Hugh’s ongoing activity in the Hiémois (OV, iii, pp. 216, 

226-8). 
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significant role in shaping the make-up of the honorial baronage of Hugh’s 

English fief. Indeed, if his appearance in the Ship List is to be taken at face value, 

it would surely have been impossible for Hugh to offer William such extensive 

support without access to his father’s considerable wealth. 

Two further Upper Norman tenants-in-chief with interests in Lower 

Normandy similarly granted English estates to men drawn from their adoptive 

region. Of these, the most powerful was William’s own kinsman, Baldwin de 

Meulles, who held property worth over £350 by 1086. Though Baldwin’s 

patrimony lay largely in the Lieuvin,
356

 from where several Domesday tenants on 

his Devon honour of Okehampton were drawn,
357

 his second marriage, as we have 

seen, brought with it interests along the border between the Cotentin and 

Avranchin. While the continental origins of the vast majority (approximately 14) 

of Baldwin’s subtenants, including his major baronial officials are unknown,
358

 a 

large number of those who can be identified came from this same region – at least 

as many as originated from Baldwin’s eastern estates.
359

 Baldwin’s daughter, 

Matilda was even married to one of these sub-tenants, William fitzWimund 

d’Avranches, and later remarried another Lower Norman lord with no vested 

                                                 
356

 Including property at Le Sap, as well as Meulles (DP, p. 162). 
357

 Roger de Meulles (Loyd, Origins, p. 65), Ralph de Bruyère (DP, p. 331), Richard de Neville 

(DP, p. 360), Robert de Pontchardon (DP, p. 378); Ralph de la Pomeroy (above,  pp. 254-5) and  

Roger fitzPayne, a Pomeroy tenant in both England and Normandy (DP, p. 408). The latter two 

were Baldwin’s neighbours in Devon. 
358

 Mason, ‘Barons and their Officials’, pp. 246-7, for Baldwin’s officers.  
359

 Rogo fitzNigel and his brother, Cadio (DP, pp. 172, 413): tenants and officers of the 

vicecomital dynasty of Saint-Sauveur. Hugh of Dol and Hugh of Rennes (DP, pp. 262, 271): two, 

or possibly one and the same, Breton subtenant/s. Robert de Beaumont (DP, pp. 374-5): perhaps 

best identified with a separate Cotentinois family of this name, who were benefactors of 

Montebourg and Saint-Sauveur-le-Vicomte, rather than the more famous family. William Niger 

(DP, p. 493): an individual of this name held property from Mont Saint-Michel near Sartilly, only 

10km from Baldwin’s estates at La Chaise-Baudouin. From further afield, but still a Lower 

Norman was Morin de Caen (DP, p. 299) and perhaps also Aubrey (DP, p. 132), who may have 

hailed from the northern Cotentin. Richard fitzTurold, Reginald de Valle Torta and Oliver (DP, p. 

313) all held from Baldwin and perhaps had Lower Norman/Breton interests, but were all more 

closely associated with Baldwin’s neighbours in Devon, Robert of Mortain and Theobald 

fitzBerner, himself probably a Breton (DP, p. 425; Actes de Bretagne, no. 50). 
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interest in Baldwin’s English honour, Ranulf Avenel.
360

 Less significant was 

Ralph Paynel, who succeeded the Anglo-Saxon Merlesveinn in an honour worth 

only a little more than £110, including wastelands in Yorkshire. Ralph was the 

son of William Paynel, a baron from Les Moutiers-Hubert in the Lieuvin whom 

the duke had established in the southern Cotentin following the events of 1047. 

Ralph’s advancement may have had much to do with his family’s powerful noble 

patrons – not only the Montgommery-Bêlleme family mentioned previously, but 

increasingly the Conteville brothers as well.
361

 Ralph’s six sub-tenants are largely 

unidentifiable,
362

 but one, Robert de Rouellé, perhaps came from the Passais, 

where later Paynels held land.
363

 Ralph himself twice married into Lower Norman 

families, though they were also his neighbours in Yorkshire, namely the Lacys 

and Sourdevals, the latter of whose estates he ultimately inherited.
364

 His sons’ 

somewhat unusual names – Jordan, Helias, Alexander – further evidences the 

considerable influence that Normandy’s southern frontier had over the family.
365

 

The overall numerical parity between Upper and Lower Norman settlers in 

post-Conquest England thus does not signal that Normandy’s regional 

aristocracies had come to be treated equally by William towards the end of his 

reign. Given that Odo, Robert and Hugh represented three out of Corbett’s eleven 

Class A magnates (the single most powerful secular landholders in Domesday 

England),
366

 while Baldwin de Meulles was the wealthiest landholder in Devon, 

the majority of the Conquest’s Lower Norman flavour depended not on the 
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 DP, pp. 162, 490, for William fitzWimund. 
361

 Above, p. 237; Guilmin, ‘Les Paynel et leur entourage’, pp. 224-7. 
362

 The origins of the powerful Roger d’Ivry are well-known (Loyd, Origins, p. 52; DP, pp. 403-

404), but Herbert, Hubert, Odger and Robert fitzRozelin’s are not. 
363

 Loyd, Origins, p. 87; EYC, vi, pp. 47-8, 134 n 6. 
364

 Sanders, Baronies, p. 55. 
365

 EYC, vi, pp. 38 n. 8, 66-9. 
366

 Hollister, ‘Domesday Tenants-in-Chief’, p. 220. 
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patronage of the duke, but of his recently-established regional officers and 

allies.
367

 Nor was the situation that prevailed by 1086 necessarily the one William 

had initially hoped to establish. Having proven themselves valuable ducal agents 

in the volatile conditions following Val-ès-Dunes, these men might seem natural 

choices for key English positions. Yet there are signs that William wished to 

avoid overburdening his western appointees with English interests. As noted 

previously, Robert of Mortain only acquired estates in Cornwall, Devon and East 

Anglia after the previous holder, Count Brian, left England in c. 1070. Similarly, 

Hugh d’Avranches only received the earldom of Chester after the withdrawal of 

Gerbod the Fleming in c. 1071,
368

 though he may have held a command in 

Staffordshire before this.
369

 The subsequent increase in both men’s estates thus 

ensured that there were more Lower Normans in England by 1086 than William 

might originally have envisaged. 

William’s increasing, but still shaky connections with Lower Normandy’s 

aristocracy can be seen through their lack of prominence amongst his major 

tenants-in-chief. As Judith Green expected, detailed investigation does not 

‘overthrow the correlation clearly perceptible between landed wealth in 

Domesday and an origin in upper Normandy’.
370

 Only one of Corbett’s eleven 

Class A magnates – Geoffrey, bishop of Coutances – was a native Lower Norman; 

his extensive estates reward for a lifetime in ducal service. Unsurprisingly, the 

vast majority of his identifiable sub-tenants, though by no means all, hailed from 

                                                 
367

 The same can be said (and has been, see DP, p. 73)  for those English landholders hailing from 

the modern départment of Orne, who were largely employed by William’s close ally and 

newcomer to that region, Roger de Montgomery. 
368

 OV, ii, p. 260; R.H. George, ‘The contribution of Flanders to the Conquest of England’, Revue 

Belge Philologie et d’Histoire 5 (1926), p. 87 n. 28. 
369

 OV, ii, p. 264; Lewis, ‘Formation of the honor of Chester’, pp. 40-41. 
370

 Green, Aristocracy, pp. 36-40, for an overview of this issue, p. 36 for this citation.  
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his western diocese.
371

 Some were connected via Geoffrey’s familial or 

ecclesiastical interests,
372

 but most were clearly local lords or tenants of 

Geoffrey’s family.
373

 Geoffrey’s connections were not confined to the Cotentin, 

however, with a number of important supporters hailing from the neighbouring 

Bessin.
374

 Unfortunately, the continental origins of some twenty sub-tenants, who 

appear only in Domesday, are unidentifiable. The rebellion of Geoffrey’s nephew 

and heir, Robert de Montbray in 1095 seemingly resulted in considerable 

deposition amongst their honorial baronage.
375

 As with Class A, only a single 

Lower Norman – Roger Bigod – can be found among Corbett’s eleven Class B 

barons.
376

 Roger’s rise from comparative obscurity, as we have seen, owed much 

to his family’s loyal service to both Duke William and Odo of Bayeux before the 

Conquest (indeed, Roger had effectively taken over the deposed bishop’s East 

Anglian estates by 1086). Roger was also likely related to William’s close allies, 

the Goz and, as Green notes, his early gains in East Anglia left him perfectly 

                                                 
371

 Ralph and Roger of Berkeley, tenants of Geoffrey in Gloucestershire, perhaps came from the 

neighbourhood of Aumale in Seine-Maritime (Green, Government, p. 234). It is worth 

remembering that, during the absence of the bishops of Coutances from their own diocese, they 

were provided with interests in Upper Normandy. 
372

 DP, pp. 280, 441-2, 540 (Geoffrey’s own niece, who was married to his sub-tenant, Ingelbald), 

465 (Guy the Priest). 
373

 Drogo de Carteret (DP, p. 180), the son of Robert of Mortain’s tenant, Mauger was by far the 

most powerful, holding almost all of Geoffrey’s estates in Devon, where his brother, Humphrey 

also appears (DP, p. 273). Geoffrey de Trelly (DP, p. 228) was a tenant in Bedfordshire, where he 

was also associated with the Lower Norman Hugh de Beauchamp. Though a Breton himself, 

Aubrey de Vere’s appearance as one of Geoffrey’s tenants was perhaps due to his wife, Beatrice 

coming from the Cotentin (DP, pp. 131-2, 440), while the first name of the otherwise unknown 

Nigel de Gurnai might also be suggestive of an origin in this region (DP, pp. 301-302). 
374

 Geoffrey’s steward, William should perhaps be identified with William de Meslay, near Thury-

Harcourt (DP, pp. 469-70). Geoffrey Malreward and William de Monceaux both hailed from the 

countryside between Bayeux and Caen (DP, pp. 230, 476). The exact origins of Azelin (DP, p. 

159), a Somerset tenant of a number of Lower Norman lords, including Roger Arundel and Roger 

de Courseulles, are unknown. 
375

 Deposition seems likely, given the survival of the families of Domesday sub-tenants as tenants-

in-chief on the estates of Odo of Bayeux and William of Mortain after their forfeitures in 1082 and 

1104 respectively. 
376

 William de Briouze, from the vicinity of Argentan, was the only other Norman ‘outsider’ in this 

group and he probably owed his advancement to the duke’s ally, Roger de Montgomery (Green, 

Aristocracy, pp. 38-9). 



 - 264 - 

placed to exploit the fall of Ralph de Gaël in 1075.
377

 Unsurprisingly, Roger’s 

tenants reflected his familial interests in the Bessin,
378

 Avranchin,
379

 and 

Lieuvin.
380

 Nevertheless, Roger also drew tenants and relatives from further 

afield, a sign perhaps of both his ambition and rapid rise in Norman society.
381

 

Lower Normans were more evident among Corbett’s twenty-four or so Class C 

barons, with nine western nobles possessed of estates worth between £200 and 

£400. As with Roger’s rise, however, Odo’s influence is especially notable in the 

cases of the Lacy brothers, Hugh de Port and Robert Gernon.
382

 Of the remainder, 

Eudo Dapifer’s extensive honour was reward for his family’s service to the duke 

in 1047, though even he had to wait until 1075 to collect many of his English 

estates – benefiting from the fall-out of yet another rebellion against William’s 

rule.
383

 The early appearance in England of both Robert d’Oilly and the Taillebois 

brothers, all from the Orne valley and William Peverel, who probably held 

property in Barfleur in the northern Cotentin bears further witness to the growing 

local connections the duke was able to build through his sponsorship of urban 

development in Caen and Cherbourg.
384

 The most unusual figure among the nine 
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 Green, Aristocracy, p. 8. 
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 The brothers Aitard and Robert de Vaux-sur-Seulles (DP, pp. 126, 382); Humphrey de Culey-

le-Patry (DP, p. 273); Ralph de Savenay (DP, p. 337) and, perhaps, Thurstin fitzGuy (DP, p. 434). 

Ralph fitzHerluin, who also held from another Lower Norman, John, nephew of Waleran 

fitzRanulf the Moneyer, was also likely from this region (DP, p. 340). 
379

 Robert de Courson and, most probably, his dapifer, Turold (above, p. 223 n. 132; DP, p. 432); 

William de Bosco may have hailed from Le Boscq (DP, p. 471). 
380

 Hugh de Corbun and, perhaps, Ralph de Tourville-en-Auge (DP, pp. 261-2, 338). 
381

 Roger’s brother-in-law, Hugh de Houdain appears to have originated in either Seine-Maritime 

or Oise (DP, p. 264). Rannulf fitzWalter’s daughter married Robert de Vaux, but he himself had 

married an Upper Norman, Matilda de Lanquetot, leaving his origins obscure (DP, p. 354). 

William de Bourneville came from Eure (DP, p. 472). There are no Lower Norman examples of 

the peculiarly named Warenger, who held from Roger in Norfolk (DP, pp. 459-60). Robert Malet 

was, of course, a major tenant-in-chief, while William Pecche and William Scutet were associated 

with other East Anglian landholders (DP, pp. 389-91, 494, 496). 
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 Above, pp. 253-4.  
383

 DP, p. 194. 
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 ibid., pp. 283, 378, 494, 496. The marriage of William Peverel’s daughter to Richard II de 

Reviers is, perhaps, a further sign of his origins in the northern Cotentin. William de Vauville, the 

first Norman sheriff of Devon, also came from the coast of the Cotentin peninsula, where ducal 

rule in the region was first established. 
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was Ranulf Peverel, who may or may not have been related to the aforementioned 

William of the same name. Ranulf hailed from Vengeons in the Avranchin, 

making him the wealthiest tenant-in chief native to that region. His relationship 

with the duke is unknown, though it is notable that he also held a sub-tenancy 

from William’s ally, Roger de Montgomery.
385

 Unsurprisingly, either all
386

 or the 

vast majority
387

 of these men’s identifiable English sub-tenants were drawn from 

their Lower Norman homeland. There were thus comparatively few Lower 

Normans among the top, even second rank of William’s post-Conquest baronage 

and those that were owed their good fortune to specific circumstances. 

The majority of Lower Norman tenants-in-chief were therefore low-

ranking figures, possessed of estates totalling no more than £200 in value. Though 

clearly somewhat removed from William’s inner circle, the territorial disposition 

of their holdings nevertheless suggests considerable discernment in their 
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 DP, pp. 355-6. Though there is no obvious link between them, it may be significant that the 

Goz family also apparently had interests in Vengeons (above, p. 230 n. 171). 
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 Eudo Dapifer: DP, pp. 274 (Humphrey de Anneville), 325-6 (Pirot), 361 (Richard de 

Sauqueville), 429 (Turgid de Meuvaines), 473 (William de Cairon), 488 (William fitzRaineguard). 
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(William de Chernet) – the latter three all probably from the Avranchin, which may suggest the 
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Bretteville). Ranulf Peverel: DP, pp. 273 (Humphrey fitzAubrey), 317 (Osbern Mascels), 337 

(Ralph de Savenay, who was also a Bigod tenant), 339 (Ralph fitzBrian, whose patronymic 

suggests a Breton/border origin). Robert Gernon: DP, pp. 378 (Robert de Pont-Chardon), 382 

(Robert de Vesly), 470 (William de Aunay-sur-Odon), 475 (William de Letchworth, if he is to be 

identified with William de Montfichet). Robert’s son-in-law, Picot of Cambridge may also have 

originated in Lower Normandy, he certainly later held there of the Gernon fee (DP, p. 324). As a 

tenant-in-chief, Picot himself had one sub-tenant, Saisfrid the Reeve, who may have come from 

Caen (DP, p. 418). William Peverel: DP, pp. 376-7 (Robert de Hérils). One of William’s 

Buckinghamshire tenant bore the Breton name of Tihel (DB, fol. 148b). 
387

 Robert d’Oilly: DP, pp. 209, 327-8, 358 (Gilbert, Ralph and Richard Basset), 402 (Roger de 

Quesnay), 406 (Roger d’Oilly), 416 (Salomon the Priest, whose anthroponym suggests a Breton 

origin). Perhaps also, Robert fitzWalter, whose successors may have come from Bray-la-

Campagne, on the border of the Bessin and Lieuvin (DP, p. 387). The exception was Drogo de les 

Andelys, who also held of Hugh d’Avranches in Cheshire (above, p. 259 n. 349). Roger de Lacy: 

DP, pp. 249 (Herbert de Furches), 264-5 (Hugh de Lacy), 308 (Odo de Bernières), 336 (Ralph de 

le Saussey), while the Herefordshire and Cheshire context in which Tezelin (p. 426) is found 

might also suggest a Lower Norman origin. The two exceptions were Robert de Bacqueville and 

William d’Évreux from the Vexin and Évrecin respectively. The latter, at least, may have been 

connected to the Lacys by marriage (DP, pp. 374, 474). 
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employment. The preponderance of Lower Normans and their Breton neighbours 

in the West Country, where Robert of Mortain, Geoffrey of Coutances and 

Baldwin de Meulles all had substantial interests, has not passed unnoticed.
388

 

Baldwin’s predecessor as sheriff of Devon and defender of Exeter in 1069 was a 

trusted Lower Norman, William de Vauville.
389

 By 1086, major Lower Norman 

tenants-in-chief in the region, many of whom brought with them followers from 

their continental dominions, included William de Moyon,
390

 Judhael of Totnes,
391

 

Roger Arundel,
392

 and Roger de Courseulles.
393

 Below them were several other 

minor landholders and sub-tenants,
394

 including Serlo de Burcy, Osbern de Sacey, 

Richard de Reviers,
395

 and, unsurprisingly given her apparent role in the Cotentin, 

several figures associated with Queen Matilda.
396

 The reason for such 

concentrated settlement in the West Country is open to interpretation. Green has 

suggested that, since many local landholders received few estates elsewhere, their 

West Country fiefs represented a ‘one-off reward for men who took little further 

                                                 
388

 Green, Aristocracy, p. 65. 
389

 OV, ii, p. 224; GND, ii, p. 304. 
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 The wealthiest Lower Norman in the region, with a lordship based on Dunster in Somerset, 
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surname de Moion (DP, p. 182). 
391

 Williams, ‘Judhael of Totnes’, pp. 271, 274; DP, pp. 285-6. None of his sub-tenants, bar his 
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359-60 (Richard de Meri, holding of Alfred d’Epaignes in Somerset), 447 (Walter Burgundiensis, 
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 DP, pp. 130-31 (Aubrey the Queen’s Chamberlain, who gave land in the Cotentin to 

Montebourg), 153 (Anschitil fitzAmelina de Cherbourg, who had initially held his Dorset estate 

from the Queen). 
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active part’ in future campaigns.
397

 As she also notes, however, the south-west 

was dominated by compact, composite, often coastal lordships, which suggests 

that the tenurial re-organization of the region was influenced more by strategic 

considerations than the comparative orderliness of property transfers based on 

antecessorial grants.
398

 Such strategic concerns may themselves explain William’s 

placement of so many tenants-in-chief with links to Brittany and Lower 

Normandy in this region. In his description of the major south-western city of 

Exeter, during its revolt in 1068, Orderic noted its command of ‘the shortest 

routes to Ireland and Brittany’.
399

 Employing men from Brittany and Lower 

Normandy, whose continental estates and allies lay close at hand across the sea, 

made sense militarily. Settlers from the west would also have been most at home 

with the cultural and economic character of life in the eleventh-century West 

Country – a land not unlike their own regions, complete with its very own Mount 

of St. Michael, marked by lingering Celtic influences and reliant more on 

pastoralism than cereal production.
400

 

Beyond the south-west, Lower Normans were scattered about the country, 

with disparate interests at play. In the Home Counties, Hugh de Beauchamp, 

Nigel d’Aubigny and William Spec each held honours centred on Bedfordshire. 

Hugh’s origins are open to debate, but those that can be identified for his sub-

tenants on balance seem to support Le Melletier’s identification of him with 

                                                 
397
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398
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399
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Beauchamps, cant. La Haye Pesnel. He had probably inherited his estates and 

position as sheriff of Bedfordshire through his marriage to the daughter of Ralph 

Taillebois.
401

 Nigel was the son of William d’Aubigny, who, despite his marriage 

to a daughter of the rebel Grimoult de Plessis, had retained his estates after 1047, 

seemingly co-operating with William’s local agents, Odo of Bayeux, from whom 

they held land and the Haldups, whose foundation at Lessay they later supported. 

The family’s Norman estates descended through Nigel’s brother, Roger to 

William d’Aubigny Pincerna in Henry I’s reign, suggesting that Nigel was a 

younger son seeking a fortune of his own through ducal service.
402

 As with Hugh 

d’Avranches, however, his list of identifiable sub-tenants suggests that he had 

access to men drawn from his familial estates,
403

 though he notably also shared a 

number with his English neighbours, Hugh de Beauchamp and Eudo Dapifer.
404

 

William Spec was closely associated with Nigel.
405

 In addition to his own Lower 

Norman tenants,
406

 like Nigel, William shared tenants with Hugh and Eudo.
407

 In 

Essex and Norfolk, Peter de Valognes served as sheriff and married a sister of 

vicomte Eudo de Saint-Sauveur.
408

 Many Lower Normans were notable by their 

absence after 1066. Unsurprisingly, former rebels, such as the vicecomital 

                                                 
401
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 DP, pp. 342-3 (Ralph Passelewe), 491 (William Gros). 
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 Serlo de Rots and William fitzRaineguard, respectively. Hugh de Beauchamp also held 

property from William himself (W. Farrer, ‘The Honour of Old Wardon’, BHRS 11 (1927), p. 25). 
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 DP, pp. 322, 338, for a possible Lower Norman sub-tenant, Ralph Fatatus. 
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dynasties of the Cotentin and Bessin, failed to receive estates, though their vassals 

sometimes did.
409

 Yet many of William’s local allies and appointees also gained 

little – the heirs of Richard de Reviers and Robert Bertram each held only one 

English manor, while Eudo Haldup received nothing at all.
410

 Hagger argues that 

this was itself a result of William’s greater strategy for Lower Normandy. These 

men had already been rewarded with extensive estates in the Cotentin, where their 

attentions were best focused. In contrast, by enriching men such as Nigel 

d’Aubigny, William de Moyon, Peter de Valognes and Ralph Paynel (to whom we 

might add Hugh de Beauchamp and Judhael of Totnes) in England, William 

sought to make them ‘the equals of their neighbours in the Cotentin’ and so 

fragment ‘the political community and pack…it with men beholden to him’.
411

 If 

so, William’s selection criteria are hard to discern. Humphrey de Bohun, a local of 

similar standing to the aforementioned noblemen, gained only two estates in 

Norfolk,
412

 though a possible continental vassal, William fitzStur, gained 

considerable property in Hampshire and the Isle of Wight.
413

 Whatever William’s 

motives, the comparatively small size of these tenancies suggests that he still 

lacked confidence in these men. Nevertheless, such grants allowed William to 

establish relationships with a number of nobles from beyond the northern 

Cotentin. In the Midlands, Geoffrey Alselin and his brother and nephew, Roger 

and Ralph de Calz may have held property in the southern Cotentin and Séeois.
414

 

Their neighbours included two probable lords of the Avranchin, Robert de Boucey 

                                                 
409

 DP, p. 173, for Carbonel, who held a single manor in Herefordshire. A Carbonnel of ‘Rafovilla’ 
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 Mosterton (DB, fol. 83r) and Polhampton (DB, fol. 47r), respectively. 
411

 Hagger, ‘How the west was won’, p. 46. 
412

 LDB, fol. 262v. 
413

 DP, p. 489. 
414
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and Robert de Vessey, the former of whom may have been married to a daughter 

of Hugh d’Avranches.
415

 They were joined by a host of minor figures from the 

inland Bessin,
416

 south and central Cotentin,
417

 and Avranchin.
418

 Many minor 

Lower Norman tenants-in-chief gained their estates through serving the royal 

household,
419

 in a pattern unchanged since the Anglo-Saxon period.
420

 Minor 

tenancies for Anschetil de Herolfville, Ralph de Buron, William fitzTheobald and, 

perhaps, William fitzConstantine may also reflect ducal influence around Caen.
421

 

Irrespective of whether they owed their English positions either directly to 

the duke or through the influence of his recently-appointed western agents and 

allies, the scarcity of tenants-in-chief and sub-tenants from the Avranchin requires 

explanation. With effective ducal authority in the region only truly established in 

the 1060s, might Robert of Mortain and the Goz family have struggled to establish 

a strong relationship with local landholders, who had been used to a certain level 

of independence from Rouen?
422

 Continued insecurity may explain why William 

chose to leave Richard Goz in post and instead advance his son, Hugh, in England 

after 1066, as well as why Robert of Mortain’s original English honour was small. 

As key players in a recently-secured region with insecure borders, political 

realities on the ground meant that William could not afford to divide their 

                                                 
415
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 DP, pp. 343 (Ralph Percehaie), 480 (William de Ver, perhaps to be identified with Ver, near 
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 ibid., pp. 168 (Bertram de Verdun), 343 (Ralph Pinel), 386 (Robert fitzMurdac). 
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 ibid., pp. 151 (Anschetil de Gray), 225 (Geoffrey the Chamberlain), 230 (Geoffrey Marshal), 

274 (Humphrey the Chamberlain), 282 (Judicael the Priest), 422 (Stephen the Chaplain), 423 

(Stephen the Steersman), 468 (William the Chamberlain), 176, 283-4, 434, 446 (the family of 
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attention unduly. As we have seen, there is some evidence to support this theory. 

Though Robert was reasonably involved in William’s post-Conquest government 

of England, Richard attended court infrequently, suggesting that he focused on 

affairs in the Avranchin.
423

 Yet neither appears to have struggled in their role. As 

we have seen, both men played an active role protecting and expanding ducal 

interests on Normandy’s south-western frontier, while at the same time pursuing 

their own familial, tenurial, commercial and ecclesiastical interests. Both (in 

Richard’s case via his son, Hugh) felt confident enough in their positions to 

contribute substantially to the Hastings campaign.
424

 Successful though Richard 

and Robert may have been, external threats increasingly challenged William’s 

position in the most distant part of his duchy after 1066. In Maine from 1069 

onwards Norman rule was briefly overthrown and never fully re-secured; in 

Brittany Ralph de Gaël’s rebellion of 1075 undermined the achievements of 

1064.
425

 As a result, Robert and Richard’s tenants in the Avranchin probably had 

their hands too full at home securing the region’s borders to play a major role in 

England. Such concerns may have informed William’s use of tenants-in-chief 

from the region, but almost all those men whom William employed directly from 

the Avranchin had links elsewhere. All of Rannulf Peverel and Roger Arundel’s 

sub-tenants came from the Cotentin, whence came Rannulf’s possible relative, 

William Peverel; Ralph Pinel may have had links there too. Roger was also a 

patron of Saint-Étienne, Caen.
426

 This further adds to the impression that the local 

aristocracy, unless they had interests to the north and east, had little direct 

                                                 
423
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involvement with William, emphasising once again how vital Robert of Mortain 

and Richard Goz were in securing ducal authority in the Avranchin. 

By contrast, the political and strategic considerations of Normandy’s 

western frontier actively encouraged the employment of Bretons in England by 

both William directly and his local supporters. The general characteristics of 

Breton settlement have been the subject of considerable research over the last 

twenty years.
427

 The connections between Breton settlers and Lower Normans, 

however, require further consideration. Many Lower Norman tenants-in-chief, 

including leading figures like Geoffrey of Coutances and Baldwin de Meulles, 

employed Breton sub-tenants.
428

 Though they cannot always be traced, such 

connections often reflected marriage alliances, economic links and migration 

between Brittany and Lower Normandy – the continuing influence such 

interactions had on the society of the latter region has been considered at length 

above.
429

 Cross-border contact must have been particularly common in the 

Avranchin, but the scarcity of tenants-in-chief drawn from the region makes this 

supposition difficult to verify within the context of the post-Conquest settlement. 

As noted above, however, newcomers to the region, namely Richard Goz and 

Robert of Mortain, certainly did establish links with their Breton neighbours. 

Unsurprisingly, both Robert and Richard’s son, Hugh employed a number of 

Breton sub-tenants in England.
430

 In Robert’s case, his own influence is open to 

debate. Given Robert’s succession to Brian of Penthièvre in Cornwall and 

Suffolk, his predecessor may have been responsible for the advancement of 

                                                 
427
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 Hugh’s sub-tenants included: DP, pp. 235-6 (Jocelyn the Breton), 265 (Hugh de Mara, perhaps 

from Dol). His relative, Robert of Rhuddlan had a Breton tenant named Tudwald in North Wales 
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Breton sub-tenants in these regions,
431

 though not necessarily so.
432

 Beyond 

Cornwall, two of Robert’s most powerful sub-tenants were probably Bretons. In 

Devon and Somerset, Robert created a substantial sub-tenancy for Ansger Brito, 

who also gained a small tenancy-in-chief, based on Odcombe.
433

 Ansger’s 

continental background, however, is complex. While he probably hailed from the 

vicinity of Fougères, Liber Exoniensis also refers to him as Ansger ‘de Senardi 

ponte’, which has been traditionally identified with Senarpont on the Somme.
434

 

Given the preponderance of his ethnic by-name and his association with Mortain, 

this toponymical identification must be seen as suspect. Still more significant was 

Alfred, the count’s butler, by far the wealthiest of Robert’s English tenants.
435

 The 

name was a popular Breton one, though it also appears in a Lower Norman 

context.
436

 His family’s marriage alliances in Sussex suggest Norman interests, 

though this could well have been a result of the post-Conquest English situation, 

rather than pre-existing interests in the duchy.
437

 Post-Conquest settlement 

patterns reveal that William recognised the importance of these various cross-

border links. Brittany’s frontier lords were almost exclusively enfeoffed in the 

West Country and southern Welsh Marches, alongside their Lower Norman 
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neighbours.
438

 How far these tenants-in-chief in fact interacted, however, is open 

to debate. There was little overlap in terms of sub-tenancies. Alfred Brito held 

several estates from Robert of Mortain and Baldwin de Meulles.
439

 Roald 

Adobed’s sub-tenants included Robert’s supporter, Reginald de Valle Torta and 

another Lower Norman, Walter de Omonville.
440

 Even Aubrey de Vere, with his 

familial interests in the Cotentin, enfeoffed only a single Lower Norman sub-

tenant, Ralph fitzOsmund.
441

 Only Hervé Bituricensis in East Anglia appears to 

have employed a substantial number of Lower Norman sub-tenants.
442

 

The role of Lower Normandy in the post-Conquest settlement of England 

thus provides further insight into William’s subjugation of the region after the 

events of 1047. By the end of his reign, William enjoyed tighter control over 

Lower Normandy than any of his predecessors, with his ever less autonomous 

officials overseeing tax collection and legal cases.
443

 Resultantly, William gained 

a fuller understanding of the socio-cultural character of life in the western reaches 

of his duchy, as evidenced by his careful employment of Lower Norman nobles 

and their Breton neighbours in England after 1066. Despite his new alliances with 

western nobles and development of the region’s urban centres, William’s 

conservative grants of English offices and property to Lower Norman aristocrats 

demonstrate a continuing unwillingness to place too much trust in his western 

vassals, even when attempting to bind them to him more closely. It is possible that 

                                                 
438
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the prominence Wace afforded to Lower Norman landholders in his list of the 

Conqueror’s companions at Hastings might reflect local disgruntlement at the lack 

of sufficient recognition for their contribution to the Conquest.
444

 Most 

importantly, post-Conquest settlement patterns reflect the ongoing insecurity of 

the Norman position in the Avranchin and the duke’s own limited contacts there 

as late as 1086. In reality, then, William remained a somewhat distant figure, 

ruling through intermediaries – some local, most not. Having proven themselves 

in Lower Normandy before the Conquest, these men ultimately came to the fore in 

England after it. It was these men, the king’s half-brothers most notable among 

them, whose contacts and interests in Lower Normandy proved most influential in 

selecting which choice scraps from the Conqueror’s table fell into the hands of the 

region’s inhabitants after 1066. This, however, was to change. William’s two 

eldest surviving sons would spend the next decade fighting over the Conqueror’s 

inheritance. In the meantime, William’s youngest son, Henry made a name for 

himself in Lower Normandy and the Breton borderlands. His early career would 

transform the balance of power in the west and redefine the region’s relationship 

with the ruling dynasty. 
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Conclusion 

 

In the last week of July 1087, William the Conqueror fell ill during a surprise 

attack on the town of Mantes in the French Vexin.
1
 Six weeks later he was dead.

2
 

Orderic Vitalis’ dramatic account of the events surrounding William’s death and 

burial was designed to demonstrate both the king’s contrition for a lifetime’s 

worth of sin and the transitory nature of worldly power.
3
 It also serves as a 

measure of the advancement of ducal authority in Lower Normandy by the closing 

years of the eleventh century. The archbishop of Rouen, William Bona Anima, 

decreed that the Conqueror’s body should be transported to Caen, for interment in 

the king’s own foundation of Saint-Êtienne.
4
 The obsequies did not run smoothly. 

The funeral procession was interrupted by an outbreak of fire in the town; the 

service itself by an outburst from the crowd. One Ascelin fitzArthur complained 

that the king’s burial plot lay on the former site of his father’s house, from which 

the Conqueror had wrongfully evicted Arthur at the time of the abbey’s 

foundation. The assembled dignitaries, led by the king’s son, Henry, hurriedly 

paid Ascelin off, allowing the ceremony to continue.
5
 While Orderic’s record of a 

fire during the procession may have been exaggerated for effect, Ascelin’s 

intervention is supported by documentary evidence from Saint-Êtienne.
6
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 The image of Caen and its environs that emerges from Orderic’s account is 

one of a region where ducal rule was firmly established by the late eleventh 

century, but where memories of the imposition of that authority were still raw. 

Given William’s patronage of Saint-Êtienne and his wife’s entombment in La 

Trinité, it is unsurprising that the Norman ecclesiastical elite selected it for the site 

of his burial. Indeed, the very act of burying the duke in Caen highlights the 

effectiveness of William’s subjection of the region, brought about through a 

sustained campaign of construction within the town during his lifetime. Despite 

the local support for Caen’s twin houses already identified,
7
 Ascelin’s story 

reminds us that the duke remained something of an outsider in Lower Normandy, 

his authority secured as much through the exertion of violent force as through 

social bonds or traditional recognition of his position. Orderic’s list of the leading 

clergymen in attendance at William’s funeral is similarly suggestive of the 

continuing disconnection between Upper and Lower Normandy in the highest 

echelons of Norman society – only one, Geoffrey of Coutances, hailed from the 

latter region.
8
 

 The events surrounding William’s death and burial thus serve as a fitting 

final reminder of the central argument of this thesis. Over the course of the 

preceding chapters, the varied and extensive divisions apparent within the 

Norman duchy of the tenth and eleventh centuries have been emphasised time and 

time again. That such divisions existed to begin with is hardly surprising, given 

the different historical experiences of Upper and Lower Normandy. In the far 

west, Frankish rule had given way to Breton over the course of the ninth century. 

The heterogeneous character of Scandinavian settlement throughout the later 

                                                 
7
 Above, pp. 247-8. 

8
 OV, iv, p. 104. 
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duchy during the early tenth century also encouraged regional distinctiveness. Of 

greater significance than the mere existence of such divisions, however, is that 

their legacy can be identified for such an extended period. We have, for example, 

seen how Breton influence can be traced in myriad ways, including via familial 

traditions, political alliances and ecclesiastical connections, through to the late 

eleventh century and not simply in the immediate vicinity of the Norman frontier. 

Regional distinctions arising from early Scandinavian settlement, including 

variations in naming customs, administrative arrangements and patterns of 

ecclesiastical patronage, remain similarly identifiable across the same period. By 

William’s death in 1087, these local differences were starting to fade. As van 

Torhoudt demonstrates, Breton anthroponyms were declining in popularity in the 

Cotentin and Avranchin by the late eleventh century, especially amongst more 

powerful Lower Norman families. Local aristocrats were also becoming more 

invested in the customs of ecclesiastical patronage and, to a lesser extent, 

monastic foundation already common in Upper Normandy, while ducal 

administration in the western pagi was becoming ever more complex. 

The prolonged survival and late decline of such divisions call into question 

the traditional narrative of the advance of ducal authority, based largely upon the 

works of Dudo of Saint-Quentin and Flodoard of Rheims. If Lower Normandy 

displayed evidence of a past independent of rule from Rouen as late as 1087, then 

the notion that the region had begun to be drawn into the orbit of the ducal 

dynasty as early as the 920s seems somewhat suspect. This is especially so given 

that regional distinctiveness appears to have declined proportional to Lower 

Normandy’s increasing contact with both the ducal dynasty and the wider Upper 

Norman aristocracy and ecclesiarchy from the first quarter of the eleventh century 



 - 279 - 

onwards. It has been argued here that this apparent contradiction in fact derives 

from the inaccurate use of the aforementioned authors’ accounts – the central 

source of misunderstanding being the interpretation of and emphasis placed upon 

Flodoard’s record of early tenth-century Frankish royal grants. The reassessment 

of this evidence attempted here instead suggests that early ducal interactions with 

Lower Normandy were extremely limited in scope. The contemporary 

significance of Rouen’s rulers amongst the wider Scandinavian settler 

communities of northern France has been called into question; those same rulers’ 

preoccupation with events beyond the eastern and southern, rather than western, 

boundaries of Upper Normandy emphasized. What, if any, authority Rollo and 

Longsword wielded in Lower Normandy must have been loose and hegemonic in 

character; the lack of political cohesion throughout the territories of the later 

duchy being evidenced by the differing responses to both Longsword’s 

assassination in 942 and the dangerous, chaotic events of Richard I’s minority that 

followed. 

This important reappraisal of early ducal interest (or lack thereof) in 

Lower Normandy casts fresh light on the duchy’s shadowy, late tenth-century 

history as a whole. Richard I’s reign emerges as a dynamic era in which ducal 

ambitions turned westward for the first time, rather than a calm period of 

restoration and consolidation. The revival of the Norman episcopate under 

Richard’s patronage was the central element in this broadening of ducal horizons, 

providing the theoretical framework for the expansion of the dynasty’s authority 

throughout the territories encompassed by the archdiocese of Rouen. It is equally 

evident, however, that ducal pretensions did not reflect reality, as at Mont Saint-

Michel, and that some of his supposed interventions, for instance in Brittany, are 
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unlikely to have ever taken place. Those actions that can be attributed firmly to 

Richard, such as his marriage into a Lower Norman family, were slow to bear 

fruit. Modern interpretation of Richard’s reign has been hampered by the 

prejudices of eleventh-century ecclesiastical authors. Their bleak accounts, 

produced to justify the westward expansion of Upper Norman ducal and monastic 

authority, are considerably at odds with the more vibrant picture of local 

ecclesiastical life emerging from ongoing archaeological investigation. The very 

fact that such accounts were composed in the first place points towards the 

existence of continuing regional divisions into the eleventh century. 

While the late tenth century witnessed the birth of ducal ambitions for 

Lower Normandy, the business of effectively imposing Rouen’s rule throughout 

the region was thus left to Richard I’s successors. Richard II’s reign saw rapid 

progress in the establishment of ducal rule over Lower Normandy. Unlike his 

father, Richard became an influential figure at Mont Saint-Michel, while ducal 

family members became powerful local landholders. This transformation was 

doutbless aided by the early death of Richard’s major local opponent, Count 

Geoffrey of Rennes. Despite such favourable circumstances, however, one of the 

most striking features of Richard’s reign is the continuing limitations placed upon 

his success. Involvement at Mont Saint-Michel inspired an internal backlash, 

while the duke’s relatives, the counts of Avranches/Mortain, rebelled. Richard’s 

success depended upon the co-operation of local figures, such as Neil de Saint-

Sauveur and, perhaps most importantly, his wife, Judith of Rennes. Any notion 

that the contemporary use of the word ‘Normandy’ confirms the existence of a 

clearly-defined and well-organized political entity of that name at the turn of the 

eleventh century should be abandoned in the wake of such findings. Equally 



 - 281 - 

striking, and readily discernible only from Richard II’s reign onward, is the 

important legacy of Normandy’s Scandinavian maritime heritage. Naval 

communication, which formed the basis for many local commercial and tenurial 

networks, underpinned ducal expansion too. Over the course of the eleventh 

century, ducal property grants gradually extended inland from major 

administrative centres on the coast, most notably Caen and Cherbourg, while 

military campaigns were often accompanied by naval support. From the port-

towns of the Seine estuary, the ducal dynasty was perfectly placed to dominate the 

Lower Norman coastline from a distance. William the Conqueror’s great naval 

expedition of 1066 was thus built on a history of ducal maritime expertise. 

Duke Robert’s reputation emerges enhanced from this reinterpretation of 

Lower Norman history and more beffiting of his historical byname. Traditionally 

seen as a period of rentrenchment in the face of resurgent external forces and 

rising internal pressures, Robert’s reign in fact witnessed the consolidation of 

ducal authority in Lower Normandy. The Channel Islands were conquered, the 

Avranchin secured against Breton intervention, the independently-minded monks 

of Mont Saint-Michel brought to heel, the programme of monastic endowment 

further strengthened with the foundation of Cerisy, and more members of the local 

nobility drawn into ducal service. Rather than being overwhelmed by them, 

Robert also employed the increasingly powerful aristocratic families of Upper 

Normandy to good effect in his efforts to tighten his grip on the west. While 

regional divisions remained, as illustrated by differing patterns of ecclesiastical 

patronage and emphasis placed on kinship with the ruling dynasty, it is clear that 

from Robert’s reign onward the Lower Norman nobility were thoroughly invested 

in the duchy’s future. 
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Nowhere are these two points more obvious than in the revolt of 1047. 

Lower Norman involvement in Guy of Burgundy’s bid to unseat (or, at least, gain 

traction over) the young Duke William displays a clear interest in how Normandy 

should be governed. Those locals who had previously enjoyed close connections 

with the ducal dynasty were concerned by potential changes to their position. For 

the most part, however, regional aristocrats had few such links and numerous 

figures perhaps felt ignored or aggrieved by ducal actions. Revolt offered them 

the possibility of inclusion and recompense, but success presented William with 

an opportunity to stamp ducal authority over the west more firmly than ever 

before. From the construction of a new capital at Caen to the development of an 

increasingly sophisticated administrative system throughout the region, William 

was an incredibly active figure in Lower Normandy. Though he continued to 

broaden links with the local aristocracy, the legacy of Val-ès-Dunes gave William 

the confidence to impose his will over leading regional figures in a manner 

previously unseen. This was most obvious in his treatment of the vicecomital 

dynasty of Saint-Sauveur, whose pre-eminent position in the Cotentin now came 

to an end. Changing patterns of ecclesiastical patronage and kinship relationships 

reveal that William’s efforts encouraged the increasing standardisation of the 

Norman elite’s socio-cultural interests throughout the duchy.  

While William’s reign saw the destinies of Upper and Lower Normandy 

bound indelibly together, the partnership of east and west remained uneven. The 

duke continued to favour Upper Norman aristocrats over their Lower Norman 

counterparts. Indeed, the former – many of whom only became established in the 

west in the wake of William’s victory at Val-ès-Dunes – remained the bedrock of 

ducal authority in Lower Normandy, including, most notably, William’s own 
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uterine brothers and close friend, Richard d’Avranches. As the attendance at 

William’s funeral reveals, the remarkable Bishop Geoffrey of Coutances was the 

only native Lower Norman to establish himself in the duke’s inner circle. 

Analysis of post-Conquest settlement patterns confirms this bias. The vast 

majority of Lower Norman landholders in England after 1066 came as sub-tenants 

of William’s Upper Norman appointees, rather than as tenants-in-chief in their 

own right. The Avranchin was particularly underrepresented, emphasising once 

more the continuing limitations of ducal authority in the westernmost reaches of 

the duchy. Despite this, however, the events of William’s reign were hugely 

transformative, both on a personal level for the duke and on a wider political level 

for the duchy as a whole. The experience William gained in establishing his 

authority over Lower Normandy proved invaluable for his later career. It would 

perhaps be going too far to suggest that William’s treatment of Lower Normandy 

after 1047 served as a model for his later conquests. The consolidation of ducal 

authority in the region, however, certainly provided William with the perfect 

springboard for aggressive expansion into neighbouring Brittany and Maine – 

campaigns that presaged his most famous conquest. 

Just as the anarchy following his own father’s death had threatened to do, 

so too the crisis precipitated by William’s untimely demise in 1087 could easily 

have undermined the progress made in Lower Normandy during his lifetime. With 

the Conqueror’s eldest sons squabbling over his divided inheritance, the duchy 

was soon mired in civil war. That ducal authority in the region emerged not only 

intact, but actually enhanced from this period of conflict was due almost entirely 

to the desperate opportunism of William’s youngest son, the future Henry I. Left 

landless in the wake of his father’s death, Henry was at least bequeathed the 
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substantial sum of £5000.
9
 In 1088, Henry used £3000 of this inheritance to 

purchase the title of count of the Cotentin from his brother, Duke Robert 

Curthose, and with it, according to Orderic, land amounting to one-third of 

Normandy.
10

 Henry’s early career has been the subject of numerous academic 

studies, though the exact nature and extent of his authority in Lower Normandy 

remains open to debate.
11

 It is possible, though unlikely, that William had planned 

to create some sort of apanage in the region for one of his younger sons.
12

 

Whatever the character and origin of his position, historians from J.H. Round 

onwards have emphasised the leading role individuals from Lower Normandy and 

the neighbouring Breton borderland played in Henry’s subsequent reign – as 

officers of royal government, recipients of royal patronage and settlers in 

Scotland.
13

  

Kathleen Thompson rightly notes that Henry was far from the first 

member of the ducal dynasty ‘to cut his political teeth in lower Normandy’,
14

 but 
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no previous member of the ruling family had spent such a prolonged period in the 

region (intermittently from 1088-1100) or depended so totally upon the native 

population for their survival. The monks of Mont Saint-Michel provided a refuge 

when Henry’s brothers united against him in 1091; Brittany an escape route when 

he was finally forced to flee.
15

 Henry’s fortunes in Lower Normandy were revived 

in 1092 as a result of local support – the population of Domfront rebelling against 

their lord, Robert of Bellême and installing Henry in his place.
16

 Secure in 

Domfront and with his brothers once again at each others’ throats, Lower Norman 

lords flocked to Henry’s banner after 1092 as he quietly restored his powerbase. 

Robert of Torigny identified Hugh d’Avranches, Richard de Reviers and Roger de 

Magneville as key figures in the restoration of Henry’s rule over the Cotentin, but 

there were surely others.
17

 Some were moved by Henry’s personal wealth,
18

 his 

influence with William Rufus (with whom he had concluded a new alliance by 

1095),
19

 or their own personal reasons.
20

 Many were lower-ranking tenants of the 

Conqueror’s Upper Norman appointees, such as Count Robert of Mortain and his 

son, William, who had gained little or nothing in England after 1066. The switch 

of allegiance to Henry may have offered the hope of securing greater future 

rewards.
21

 Given his dependence upon such men in his early career, it is 
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unsurprising that Henry’s reign saw the balance of Upper and Lower Norman 

landholders in England redressed. The pendulum also swung because of the 

hostility Henry faced from many of the individuals established in Lower 

Normandy during his father’s lifetime. Odo of Bayeux, Geoffrey of Coutances, 

Robert of Mortain, Robert de Bellême and their families understandably saw 

Henry’s new, nebulous, but seemingly far-reaching position as a threat to their 

existing authority.
22

 As king from 1100 onwards, Henry could return the favour, 

undermining his opponents both in England and, subsequently, in the duchy itself.  

The Conqueror’s death thus represents an important turning-point in 

Lower Norman history. William had finally won the west for the ducal dynasty. 

Despite his development of ducal complexes at Caen and Cherbourg, however, he 

continued to rule Lower Normandy as something of an outsider. Ultimately, 

Henry unmade not only his father’s settlement of the west, but all that had 

stemmed from it. In so doing, Henry arguably achieved the aims of the rebels of 

1047. Under William, Lower Normandy remained a region that had to be won, a 

region whose inhabitants seemingly enjoyed little influence over their ruler. 

Under Henry, the west and its people could finally make a place for themselves as 

equal partners in the wider Anglo-Norman realm. 
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