


This book explores the contribution of southern Italy and Sicily to the crusades 
and crusader states. By adopting the theme of identity as a tool of analysis, it 
argues that a far more nuanced picture emerges about the relationship than the 
dismissive portrayal by William of Tyre in his Chronicon, which has largely been 
accepted by later historians. Building upon previous scholarship in relation to 
Norman identity, it widens the discussion to evaluate the role of more fluid and 
evolving Italo-Norman and Italo-Sicilian identities, and how these shaped events. 
In so doing, this book also argues that the relationship between the territories 
needs to be considered in different dimensions: direct involvement of leaders and 
rulers versus indirect engagement through the geography of southern Italy and 
Sicily. Over time, and as identities change, these two dimensions converge, mak-
ing the kingdom itself a leading participant in crusading.
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He conceived a mortal hatred against the kingdom and its people. Other 
Christian princes in various parts of the world, either by coming in person or 
by giving liberal gifts, have amplified and promoted our infant realm. But he 
and his heirs to the present time have never been reconciled to us to the extent 
of a single friendly word.1

Such was the explanation that William of Tyre gave in his Chronicon (c. 1170–84)  
for Sicilian disinterest in the Holy Land after 1117. It is not surprising that Roger 
II of Sicily was angry. In 1113, accompanied by a heavily laden fleet, his widowed 
mother Adelaide del Vasto had journeyed to Jerusalem to marry King Baldwin I. 
Four years later, the marriage was dissolved following Baldwin’s illness-induced 
guilt that it was technically bigamous, and Adelaide returned home in penury. 
This meant that the clause in the marriage contract stating that should the union 
between Adelaide and Baldwin be childless Roger would inherit the throne of 
Jerusalem was also made null and void. Whilst the loss of a potential crown must 
have been galling to a count, by 1130 Roger was king of Sicily and southern Italy. 
That may not have had the spiritual resonance of Jerusalem, but in the longer term 
it certainly offered more material rewards. Though it is possible that the dishon-
our continued to rankle throughout Roger’s life, his heirs showed no evidence of 
direct animosity towards the Latin States of the Near East. 

Even so, except for a few brief interludes, it seems that the inhabitants and 
rulers of these lands showed limited interest in the Holy Land, giving weight 
to William of Tyre’s analysis. That can be partly explained by periods of inter-
nal instability, but even when peace prevailed direct military involvement was 
minimal.2 This disinterest also seems to be reflected in the extant southern Italian 
sources, which make only limited reference to the Holy Land or anything related 
to it.3 Even the southern Italian monastic chronicles tend to focus upon local 
affairs, including that of Montecassino which, despite its role in hosting potential 
crusaders en route to and from the Latin East, rarely offers any details pertaining 
to the Levant.4 Yet this belies the ongoing relationship arising from the traffic of 
pilgrims, crusaders, churchmen, and envoys, to say nothing of the flow of mer-
chants and trade, which passed through southern Italy and were vital in sustaining 
the Latin States (Map 0.1). There were also physical reminders of the Holy Land 
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in southern Italy and Sicily, such as associated churches, hospitals and shrines, 
which suggest an ongoing interaction on Italian soil at the very least.

This book therefore argues that the relationship between southern Italy and the 
Latin Near East needs to be considered in different dimensions. On what can be 
termed the local level, there was an ongoing engagement between southern Italy, 
Sicily, and the Latin East. Explicit involvement by the lands’ rulers, particularly 
through military engagement, was more variable. This was determined by the 
interplay between fluid identities and alignments, occasioned by the changing 
political nature of southern Italy and Sicily. 

Defining identity
The concepts of identity and ethnicity are complex, not least because there is 
little agreement in how they are defined and applied, both in anthropology and 
in their subsequent use by historians. In the nineteenth century, anthropologists 
argued that an ethnic group could be recognised by its unique racial, linguistic 
and cultural profile. Whilst it was increasingly recognised that ethnic identity was 
complex, research remained focused on a checklist of concrete categories until 
Leach’s 1954 study of Burmese hill tribes showed that groups were more fluid and 
diverse than the previous view that ethnicity and cultural features were directly 
correspondent.5 In 1969, Barth et al. published a collection of papers which advo-
cated what became known as the ‘instrumentalist’ view, in that identities were not 
inborn and unchanging but were chosen by individuals.6 They emphasised that 
ethnicity was something that was claimed by those within a group and attributed 
by those outside it. What was of significance were the boundaries between groups, 
and interactions across them. This was contested by ‘primordialists’, whose obser-
vations of individuals (as opposed to groups) suggested that group membership 
can limit the extent to which an individual can manipulate their identity, even 
when for material advantage.7 

The ambiguity surrounding terminology between scholars (both within and 
across different disciplines) has added further complexity to the discussion, 
including what constitutes an ethnicity and a nation; whether ‘modern’ concepts 
can be applied to earlier societies; and also how membership of these identities 
is defined, such as through language, territory, culture, and so on.8 Despite these 
difficulties, a general consensus has emerged amongst medieval historians which 
recognises that identities are constantly subject to change, that ethnicity is not 
necessarily the primary form of an individual’s identity, and nor is ethnicity the 
only form of community in a society.9 Drawing upon these ideas, this book argues 
that this fluid nature of identity is a key element in explaining the changing rela-
tionship between southern Italy and Sicily and the Holy Land. 

Lying in almost the centre of the Mediterranean, southern Italy and Sicily had 
been fought over and occupied by competing powers for centuries, resulting in 
a politically fragmented and diverse society.10 Very broadly, at the start of the 
eleventh century the area around Capua, Salerno and Benevento was Lombard; 
Calabria was largely Greek; whilst in Apulia the population was predominantly 
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Italo-Lombard but the province itself was nominally under Byzantine control. 
Meanwhile, formerly Byzantine Sicily had been gradually conquered by Muslims 
from North Africa, first by the Aghlabids during the course of the ninth century, 
and then by the Kalbids who owed allegiance to the Fatimids of Cairo. By the 
1000s, Kalbid authority was breaking down in the face of internal unrest as well 
as external threats both from the Greeks and the Zīrids of Ifrīqiya. The population 
was about two-thirds Muslim, and one-third (mainly Greek) Christian who lived 
predominantly in the north-east of the island in the Val Demone region.11 On 
both the mainland and Sicily, as different groups sought to extend their influence, 
opportunities were ripe for those who earned their living as mercenaries in this 
region of political and ethnic flux. 

Exactly when and why the Normans arrived in southern Italy to fill this role 
is unclear, but the accounts indicate the significance of the south as a ‘bridge to 
salvation’.12 The details differ, but a common theme is that the Normans were 
there in around 1,000 as pilgrims, either returning from the Holy Sepulchre in 
Jerusalem or visiting the shrine at Monte Gargano. During their passage through 
southern Italy, they gave military assistance to the local Lombard inhabitants, 
against either Saracen raiders or Byzantine officials.13 Further assistance was 
requested, so when the pilgrims returned to Normandy they collected new recruits 
for the south. Increasingly, the newcomers began to turn on those they had come 
to aid and started to establish themselves as an occupying force. Like their former 
paymasters, the Normans were far from united amongst themselves and the south 
soon became subject to struggles between different factions.

It was in this milieu that the Hauteville brothers rose to pre-eminence.14 In the 
course of two marriages, Tancred of Hauteville had fathered twelve sons. Being 
of only ‘middling’ status, the family landholding in north-west Normandy was 
insufficient to sustain them all and so wishing to avoid fratricidal conflict, the eld-
est two (or three) left to seek their fortune elsewhere and ended up in Apulia in the 
mid-1030s where they served as mercenaries.15 There, William ‘Iron Arm’ even-
tually established himself as the chosen leader of the Normans until his death in 
1045/6, when he was succeeded by his brother Drogo. In 1046/7 his half-brother 
Robert arrived, but Drogo was either unwilling or unable to assist him, forcing 
him to initially carve out his own existence, during which time he earned the 
soubriquet Guiscard (the ‘cunning’ or ‘weasel’). The details of his rise to power 
have been clearly elucidated by Loud in his study Robert Guiscard and need not 
be repeated here. Suffice to say that by 1057 Guiscard had himself become leader 
of the Normans, although he continued to face opposition to his authority. In 
an attempt to cement his position, he repudiated his first wife, Alberada, on the 
grounds of consanguinity and married Sichelgaita, sister of Prince Gisulf II of 
Salerno in autumn/winter 1058. Meanwhile, another Hauteville brother, Roger, 
had arrived in 1057. This fraternal relationship was also sometimes fraught, but 
in 1060 they turned their attention to the conquest of Muslim Sicily. This was 
ostensibly to return the island to Christian rule, thereby gaining the enterprise 
papal support, but despite reflecting many other Norman traits the reality showed 
little religious commitment.16 
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The question of Norman identity has generated a large corpus of debate rang-
ing from whether there was a ‘gens normannorum’ as portrayed in Orderic Vitalis 
through to the wider impact of the Normans upon the world they inhabited.17 For 
contemporaries, being Norman not only meant originating from Normandy but 
also reflected certain characteristics, which could include some or all of piety, 
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military ability, knightly valour, deviousness, cunning, and rapacity.18 A further 
aspect of Norman identity was their ability to rapidly assimilate into the societies 
they conquered, thereby creating new identities, and in a relatively short space of 
time they became so successful in this that ‘they adapted themselves out of his-
tory.’19 This creates problems for modern historians in trying to define who was 
a Norman: someone who could simply trace their lineage back to Normandy, or 
did it require the retention of more direct links to the region?20 The impact of this 
debate is seen in regard to southern Italy, where Loud has suggested that as the 
twelfth century progressed there was a blurring of identity through intermarriage 
and the adoption of differing customs, resulting in distinctions between Lombards 
and Normans dying out.21 This idea has been contested by Drell, who argues that 
naming patterns indicate a continued recognition of ethnicity in such marriages.22 
Yet despite the problems associated with onomastic evidence, Heygate’s study of 
eleventh-century marriage strategies in southern Italy has suggested that people 
may have held multiple identities which could be foregrounded at different times 
depending upon circumstance.23 Furthermore, by the early twelfth century people 
were aware of the difference between ethnicity which was determined by birth, 
family and descent, and nationality which was a matter of law, land and alle-
giance, when they referred to someone’s identity.24 

With this recognition in mind, identity in the following discussion refers to 
how people defined themselves (or were defined) through their family connec-
tions, geographic origins and local place.25 Whilst Ménager’s detailed study of 
the names of those who emigrated to southern Italy shows that not all originated 
from Normandy, the term Italo-Norman will be used here to apply to all those 
who came south and settled there. It will also be used in relation to the contingent 
led by Bohemond and Tancred on the First Crusade.26 When Sicily is referred to 
it will denote the island, whilst references to the kingdom or regno will refer to 
the wider whole, incorporating the mainland, post-1130. Although traditionally 
referred to as the Norman kingdom of Sicily until the demise of Constance in 
1198, as Table 0.3 indicates, this is in many ways a misnomer. The kings will 
therefore be referred to as being Italo-Sicilian, to reflect their identity acquired 
through their lands of birth and rule.

Meanwhile, just as individuals can shape their identity through their actions, 
the Italo-Sicilian kings applied a similar process in their realm. Although it was 
a single kingdom its creation from a collection of Italo-Norman principalities 
and counties, together with societal differences between the mainland and Sicily, 
facilitated the deliberate adoption of different primary political and cultural iden-
tifications in the two areas (Map 0.2).27 For Sicily, this initially led to an increased 
orientation towards Ifrīqiya, whilst the mainland continued to play a far more 
active role in relation to the Latin Near East.28 Because of political changes else-
where, together with increased Latinisation of Sicily and greater integration with 
the mainland, the orientation of the island shifted and with it came the possibility 
of more direct engagement with the Holy Land. However, the following study 
will contend that it was only news of the fall of Jerusalem in October 1187 that 
prompted direct Sicilian involvement in Levantine affairs, when a fleet was sent 
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to succour its beleaguered ports. Until then, whilst there may have been a conver-
gence of interests with the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem in attacking Egypt, this 
was coincidental rather than deliberately planned, with Sicilian interests being 
paramount in shaping their Mediterranean actions. Although William II’s death 
in November 1189 plunged the kingdom into civil war, that did not prevent its 
resources from contributing to the Third Crusade. Indeed, increasingly the king-
dom itself can be identified as a participant through its geography.

Tracing the relationship between southern Italy, 
Sicily and the Latin Near East, c. 1160–1198
In building upon previous scholarship which has considered the influence of 
Norman identity, this book widens the discussion to evaluate the role of more 
fluid, and at times conflicting, identities. The Italo-Norman contribution to the 
First Crusade and the formative years of the principality of Antioch has been 
closely argued by historians, but explanations of declining involvement have 
tended to focus upon Antiochene politics.29 This book argues that greater recogni-
tion needs to be given to the political situation in southern Italy and Sicily. Nor 
have the parallels between the experiences of the Italo-Normans and the ‘rough 
tolerance’ they exhibited in the Latin Near East been fully explored.30 By using 
the theme of identity as a tool of analysis, this study shows that greater account 
needs to be taken of the changes occurring both within and beyond the kingdom 

Table 0.3 � Identity through parental origin

Count Roger I of Sicily (3) Adelaide del Vasto

Roger II (1) Elvira of Castille-León (3) Beatrice of Rethel

William IMargaret of Navarre Constance Henry VI

Frederick II

N. Italy

Germany

Area of origin*

=

=

=

=

=

Normandy

Spain

 France

William II

*Used in a geographical sense only.
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of Sicily, in evaluating the changing nature and extent of involvement with the 
crusader states. 

In so-doing, this book follows a broadly chronological approach. Chapter One 
looks at Italo-Norman involvement in the First Crusade and its immediate after-
math. It argues that there was an emergent Italo-Norman identity, shaped by the 
process of conquest and settlement in southern Italy and Sicily, which was recog-
nised by contemporaries as being different to that of Normandy-Norman. It con-
cludes with a case study highlighting the problems with identification in regard to 
Richard of the Principate and Roger of Salerno. 

Focussing initially upon Bohemond, Chapter Two begins with an exploration 
of the ways in which different identities could be deliberately foregrounded and the 
political significance of so-doing. It then moves on to consider the role and possi-
ble purpose of Ralph of Caen’s Gesta Tancredi in further constructing the identity 
of his key protagonist. The chapter concludes by questioning the assumption that 
following Bohemond’s defeat by the Byzantines in 1108, his reputation was indel-
ibly tarnished in the eyes of his contemporaries. His tomb negates this idea, and 
in acknowledging the multiple facets of his identity in its execution, it also served 
as a reminder of the connection between southern Italy and the Latin Near East.

Chapter Three moves its focus back to southern Italy and Sicily, to consider 
the impact of the creation of the kingdom of Sicily and the Palermo court’s 
subsequent Arabicisation. It argues that this reflected a deliberate political and 
economic alignment of the island towards North Africa. This approach did not 
preclude potential involvement in Antioch, but when opportunities evaporated, 
political pragmatism took over. The chapter explores whether there was any reli-
gious motive to North African expansion, and the Sicilian position vis-à-vis the 
Second Crusade. It also returns to the issue of identity, suggesting that Roger 
II appropriated elements of Byzantine and Latin identity which reinforced the 
Christian faith of the kingdom, thereby counterbalancing the Muslim nature of 
the court.

The interplay between the loss of Sicily’s North African possessions and the 
gradually changing identity of the kingdom during the reign of William I, and 
whether this changed the perception of the kingdom in the Latin East, provides 
the starting point of Chapter Four. It contends that a convergence of interest with 
the Latin East rather than a direct commitment to its preservation underpinned the 
majority of the campaigns of William II until 1187, since his actions were gov-
erned by a recognition of the different potential political and economic threats to 
Sicily. As changes occurred within the kingdom, it became increasingly orientated 
towards wider Latin concerns, and the mobilisation of the Sicilian navy to bring 
succour to the Holy Land in 1188 demonstrated this new alignment. William’s 
unexpected death, the ensuing civil war, and eventual accession of Henry VI saw 
the kingdom continuing to participate in crusading enterprises, but this was in its 
capacity as locale rather than through direct involvement of its ruling elite.

This theme is explored further in Chapter Five. By acting as a main route to the 
Holy Land, engagement through pilgrims, crusaders and traders was constant. The 
chapter discusses the physical reminders of crusading and the Latin East present 
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within the kingdom, and the ways in which southern Italy acted as a conduit of 
communication and supply. Returning to the issue of contested identity, it pro-
poses that many southern Italians may well have been mislabelled as Genoese or 
Pisan, suggesting a constant, albeit low level, participation in trade with the Holy 
Land. In these ways, the chapter argues that whilst direct military involvement in 
the Levant was limited, there remained an ongoing interaction which allowed the 
king to tacitly support the Latin East in a manner that did not actively promote 
religious division within the kingdom’s multi-ethnic society. 

Regarding the timeframe, this study covers the period from the Norman con-
quest of Sicily by the Hauteville brothers, Robert Guiscard and Roger, through to 
the death of the last of their direct descendant, Constance, in 1198. Frederick II 
has not been included since his Hauteville descent is through his mother and he is 
more usually referred to as a Hohenstaufen. To consider his contribution to, and 
impact upon, the kingdom’s relations with the Holy Land would have resulted in 
an imbalanced study: either with too much weighting being given to his reign, or 
it would have been too cursory a summary of a complex and changing identity. 
Similarly, relations with the papacy, German emperor, and Byzantium are only 
addressed in relation to the context of the relationship (or apparent lack thereof) 
between the Italo-Norman-Sicilian realms and the Holy Land.

Detecting fluid identities and actions: the sources 
In discussing the nature of interaction between southern Italy, Sicily, and the Holy 
Land, and the question of identity there is a wide range of sources to draw upon 
despite lacunae for some periods.

Latin sources for southern Italy and Sicily

There are three near-contemporary eleventh-century sources relating the actions 
of Robert Guiscard and Roger, and whilst Webber has evaluated their portrayal of 
Norman identity, they also give an insight into the formation of an Italo-Norman 
identity.31 Very little is known about Amatus of Montecassino, author of the 
Historia Normannorum, not least because the only surviving copy of the text is 
an early fourteenth-century French translation. Champollion-Figeac, editor of the 
first printed edition in 1835 identified Amatus as bishop of Nusa in Campania, 
who died in 1083, whilst more recently it has been suggested that he was bishop 
of Paestum (1047–58), who retired to Montecassino and subsequently wrote his 
history once there.32 The text was dedicated to Abbot Desiderius of Montecassino 
(1058–87) and the last event recorded is the death of Prince Robert of Capua 
in April 1078, suggesting it was written c. 1080.33 Whilst there are some differ-
ences in the details Amatus gives, and on occasion he glosses over difficulties 
in Norman-papal relations, the account provides a detailed account of Norman 
expansion in the south as well as the beginnings of the conquest of Sicily. 

Geoffrey Malaterra’s De rebus gestus Rogerii Calabriae et Siciliae Comitis et 
Roberti Guiscardi Ducis focuses far more on Roger as the title suggests.34 He was 


