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Modern Study of the Norman
Kingdom of Sicily

Donald Matthew
University of Reading

The title may look straight-forward, yet almost every part of it needs
some elucidation. First, let it be understood that it would not be
possible in a narrow compass such as this to survey, summarise or
sum up the amazing quantity of modern, even of recent, historical
work on the Norman kingdom. Instead I propose only to focus
attention on the somewhat surprising fact that scholarly enthusiasm
for the Norman kingdom is, in historical terms, comparatively recent
and of rather a special kind. Since there are many languages in which
studies about it are published, and few scholars can be confident of
having read most of it, it seemed better to concentrate on works
written in English. This is not such a limitation as it might at first
appear, as will become apparent, but, even if it were, it is not
unreasonable to assume that English works are better known here than
foreign ones. There is now a long-standing tradition of considering the
two Norman kingdoms of England and Sicily as not only comparable,
but outstanding in twelfth-century terms. English writers familiar with
the Normans in England have therefore some advantage when dealing
with the southern kingdom, even over French and German historians,
who have understandably tended to take the view that the French and
German twelfth-century monarchies are problems rather than models.
My own attention was drawn originally to the study of the Sicilian
monarchy because it seemed an obvious way to improve my
understanding of the Normans. My experience of what it has meant to
turn from the study of one Norman kingdom to that of the other lies at
the heart of this present discussion.

The kingdom of Sicily was created for Roger II in 1130. After his
death in 1154, it was ruled by his son and grandsons until 1194 when
it was obtained by the German emperor, Henry VI, the husband of
Roger's posthumous daughter Constance. Although Henry died less
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than three years later'and the government then passed back to Roger's
kin, namely Constance and her son Frederick II, historians have been
inclined to regard the period after 1194 as belonging to another phase
of the kingdom's history. The Norman kingdom of Sicily has therefore
come to be a term of historical art meaning the period 1130-1194,
Likewise artificial is the term Sicily in the title. Sicily itself
constituted only about one quarter of the kingdom's total territory. In
the Norman period the kings actually used a composite title, king of
Sicily, of the duchy of Apulia and of the principality of Capua, an
awkward phrase the meaning of which is not altogether clear, but the
kings showed no eagerness to abandon it. It was Frederick II who
began to use the simpler form when he first went to Germany, perhaps
to save trouble in explaining the older formula in a foreign land. As
for 'Norman' kingdom, this is a matter of using a convenient historical
label. Roger Il was Norman in the sense that his father, Count Roger
I, had been born in Normandy, but Roger had left his homeland as a
young man some forty years before Roger II's birth and died when the
future king was a mere child. Roger II's mother, Adelaide, who
certainly therefore had a stronger personal influence on him, came
from north Italy and her kinsmen were prominent in Sicily in Roger's
early years. Nevertheless Roger was proud of his Norman ancestry, of
his distinguished father and his still more famous uncle, Robert
Guiscard, duke of Apulia. He knew that his kingdom had only been
made possible by the Normans who, in the eleventh century, had
overthrown all earlier political authorities in south Italy and Sicily,
and taken their place. By obtaining recognition of his lordship from
the leading rulers of his day, nearly all of them descendants of those
Norman conquerors, Roger II in effect united their lands into one great
lordship, which was duly recognised as a monarchy by the pope in
1130. The term Norman is sometimes challenged as inappropriate for
the kingdom, but it does embody an important truth. Without those
earlier Norman conquests there could have been no kingdom. As long
as Norman is not understood to imply more than this, the term is
useful.

However, the tendency to think of the kingdoms of England and
Sicily together and to recognise common Norman features in them has
invested the term with deeper significance, so much so, that Norman-
ness has become crucial. Suppose by chance Roger II had had no
Norman connections at all, but had nevertheless created an effective
monarchy, with the institutions we know of. Would historians still
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have been tempted to make so much of parallel features in it to those
that they observe in England? Is it not rather because both are thought
‘Norman' that any similarities seem significant? This is particularly
important in England, where the Normans are usually understood to
have been a masterful race with pronounced national characteristics of
their own. Moreover, they are held to have had real political gifts. It is
still traditional, despite some recent scholarly impatience with the
idea, to think that the continuous history of the government of the
English state can be traced back to the Norman conquest. Some will
go further back than this, but everyone's history of England will go at
least as far back as Hastings, the one date of English history
universally known. Love them or hate them, the Normans left their
mark on institutions, culture and folklore. The authority of Norman
rulers in this country is generally thought to have been total. Because
of this, as recent historians have been demonstrating, it was they who
drew the outlines of modern government, by new arrangements for
financial management, for law, and above all in the development of
centralised administration, the English historian's obsession. As
commonly presented in almost any book consulted by the curious
English student, the Norman monarchy of Sicily is likewise seen as
an authoritative, centralising monarchy with a precocious
administrative machine at its disposal. A very recent example is the
first chapter of David Abulafia's book Frederick Il published in 1988,
where he summarises what he calls the emperor's Norman inheritance.
Although he deliberately sets out to revise some commonly held
beliefs about the monarchy and the culture of the kingdom, he has no
hesitation about talking of 'Norman ideas of monarchy' and of the
Sicilian monarchy's 'highly developed absolutist ideas', and its
‘elaborate bureaucracy’. When he attempts to describe the other side of
this coin it is to present 'a kingdom bled dry by relentless financial
exactions', because the 'bureaucracy served the interests of the crown
far better than that of the crown's subjects’. Whatever he says about
the darker side of this government, he is quite confident that the
Normans were state-builders on an impressive scale.'

Whereas the role of the Normans in England has been recognised
almost from the very first and continuously, if not always with
approval, ever since, there has not been in Sicily a comparable
continuous interest in the Norman achievments there. The reasons for
this are both various and obvious. The modern Ttalian state does not
look back to the Norman kingdom of Italy as its medieval progenitor,
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for its oldest public records, or for the origin of its nobility and its
exchequer, or sentimentally for the equivalent of Windsor castle or the
New Forest. In as much as the Norman kingdom had a modern heir in
Italy at all, it was the Bourbon monarchy of the Two Sicilies. This
not only delayed Italian unification, but was itself far from being an
effective modernised state and it became a byword for corruption and
incompetence. After Gladstone's private visit to Naples in 1850-51 he
was moved to write a letter to the prime-minister Lord Aberdeen about
the royal government's treatment of political prisoners which he
pronounced 'an outrage upon religon, upon civilisation, upon
humanity and upon decency ... it is not mere imperfection, not
corruption in low quarters, not occasional severity ... it is incessant,
systematic, deliberate violation of the law, by the Power appointed to
watch over and maintain it'? Gladstone gives no impression of having
ever heard that this vile kingdom might be the degenerate heir of a
once great Norman state; England's equal. It would indeed have
actually seemed improbable that one of the very worst governments of
Europe in the nineteenth century had begun as one of the most
effective in the middle ages. Before 1860 the kingdom was identified
with the forces of repression and the stifling of civic liberty. Modern
Italians would still never dream of linking their modern state with the
medieval past in the way that Englishmen take for granted. Irrespective
of what we make of the Norman kingdom in the south, it is
understandable that it will never become central to the study of history
in modern Italy, as the Norman kingdom of England has so obviously
become to medieval studies here. The Norman kingdom is studied in
Italy as part of the local history of the south and of Sicily, regions
that are still thought of as some of the poorest, most backward and
indeed most corrupt in western Europe. For this reason it ought at the
very least to seem disconcerting when the Norman kingdom of the
south is described in enthusiastic terms in modern books. If it were
indeed once so great, the most important problem about its history
would be to explain, as with Spain, how it had faltered and failed, for
no greater tragedy could surely be imagined. In this connection it is
truly remarkable that so little has been written in English about its
subsequent history.? The Norman kingdom zooms into view like a
brilliant firework and splutters out, provoking no wonder at all at its
disappearance. There is no particular reason perhaps why writers and
readers of English books about the Norman kingdom of Sicily should
bother themselves with problems of this kind. I am not pretending































































