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‘Identities’
Lombards in Greek Clothing – Who’s Who in Medieval Southern Italy

[Title slide]
As I draw to the end of my thesis, I find that my research has brought me genuinely to the beginning again.  When I began my study on the nature of relationships between people and objects in medieval southern Italy, my most fundamental premise was to challenge existing paradigms of identity.  My first investigations led me to question how historians have described southern Italians and southern Italian things and now, while I think about my conclusions, I find myself thinking about the same thing again: what exactly did ‘being’ southern Italian mean? 

[Next slide: Maps]
The job of ascertaining who was who in this region undoubtedly relies on the proper understanding of the sources.  While there is no doubt that the communities of southern Italy are best described as heterogenous throughout the period which interests me, the 7th to 12th centuries, the nature of this heterogeneity has not been adequately questioned.  This is the case particularly when examining the interplay of Greek and Lombard identities, with the later addition of Norman distinctiveness from the 11th century.  I would like to demonstrate this to you with the following examples.

By the turn of the 11th-century, southern Italy was divided into papal lands, Lombard principalities, independent mercantile duchies such as Amalfi and Gaeta; the south-eastern and southern areas of Apulia and Calabria comprised the most westerly provinces of the Byzantine Empire.  By the third quarter of the 11th century, large parts of southern Italy had been settled by small numbers of powerful Norman mercenaries and soldier-pilgrims some of whom succeeded displacing the region’s Byzantine overlords and later, added the Lombard principalities and independent states to their lands.

Among the many writings which describe the Norman settlement of the region is a poem written by a southern Italian Norman called William of Apulia.  William wrote the poem as a geste in praise of the deeds of Duke Robert Guiscard some time in the 1090s.  Robert Guiscard was perhaps southern Italy’s most famous Norman leader.  It was written, ostensibly, for the pleasure of Robert Guiscard’s son, Roger Borsa whose own mother was a Lombard princess called Sikelgaita.  In the first book of the poem, before any mention of Robert Guiscard, William describes a meeting of Norman mercenaries and the civic leader of Bari, which was then the Byzantine capital in southern Italy, called Duke Melus (or Melo).   I quote this passage: 

[Next slide: William of Apulia]
	Horum nonnulli Gargani culmina montis

Conscendere, tibi, Michael archangele, voti

Debita solventes. Ibi quendam conspicientes

More virum Graeco vestitum, nomine Melum,

Exulis ignotam vestem capitique ligato

Insolitos mitrae mirantur adesse rotatus.

Hunc dum conspiciunt, quis et unde sit ipse requirunt.

Se Langobardum natu civemque fuisse

Ingenuum Bari, patriis respondit at esse

Finibus extorrem Graeca feritate coactum


	Some of these [Normans] climbed to the summit of the Mount, to you, Archangel Michael, fulfilling a vow owed. There they saw a certain man clothed in the manner of a Greek, called Melus.  They marvelled at the strange garments of the exile and were unaccustomed to the turban that whirled around his head. When they saw him they asked who he was and from whence he had come.  He replied to them he was a Lombard, of noble birth and a freeborn citizen of Bari, an exile, forced from his ancestral land by the ferocity of the Greeks


The event, imagined or real, must have taken place a little before 1017 when the chronicles of Bari describe the victory of Duke Melo and the Normans against the provincial Byzantine governor and his Greek army.
  It should be noted that in spite of cultural affinities between Greek Byzantium and southern Italy, there were moments of considerable political resistance by local leaders to the Byzantine administration, particularly in Apulia whose long-standing Lombard legacy was maintained well after the province was re-captured in the 9th century. 
In few analyses of this poem does William’s portrayal of Melo raise interest or questions.  Writing in 1948, for example, Einar Joranson, explains away the description of Melo’s Greek dress as an attempt at disguise while the Lombard rebel entered Byzantine territory from neighbouring Lombard areas. Marguerite Mathieu, author of the classic edition of the poem, only commented that mitra denoted a kind of Phrygian bonnet and not a turban which she argued belonged purely to female attire in the 11th-century.
  However, contemporary descriptions of head-gear in other southern Italian documents and those of the Geniza archive in Egypt confirm that there were several terms in use for both female and male turbans of the time. 
On his origins, most conjecture has rested upon his name.  Melo and its variants Mel, Melus and Meles (Me/lhj) may have derived from the Jewish and Arab name Ismael or the Armenian name Mleh or Meli/aj.  Written sources suggest that a small Armenian population was resident in Apulia for a time in the 11th century and were employed in the Byzantine province’s military and administrative services.  

Indeed, the French historian, Jean-Marie Martin, uses this supposition to propose that Melo was in fact one of these Armenian-Byzantine oligarchs, and not a Lombard.  He goes on to suggest that William of Apulia exposes Melo’s true origins in the very description of him in Greek clothes, thereby accusing him of being no Lombard rebel but a disgruntled official who took on the mantle of a civic leader for his own ends.  

However, as an historian who looks for meaning in physicality and its description, none of these explanations sit very well with me. William’s instinct for description lay in these visual and tangible aspects of Melo’s culture.  I would argue that there was no contradiction in his expression as a Barese-Lombard hero, with possibly Armenian name and Greek dress.  These, I suggest, are the signifiers of cultural identity in southern Italy by the 11th century.
William’s pride in place is also reflected in the praises of southern Italian cities featured in the poem, I quote: “Not a single city of Apulia was equal to Bari in opulence.” “Trani is a town of illustrious name, riches, arms and large population;” of Salerno, he called it a rich city with fine palaces, honourable men and beautiful women, and of Amalfi: “None is richer in silver, cloths, in gold which come from innumerable places.”   

William wanted to portray the spirit of place of his land through its materiality, its people and its ancestors.  And this would not have sat badly with his patron, Roger Borsa, himself half Lombard, half Norman.  The purpose of William’s description of Melo may not therefore have been an illustration of difference between Normans and southern Italians (Apulians), but a statement of affinity between the poet and his compatriots, and the figure of Melo and the people he represented in the past.
 
The close relationship between cultural heritage and materiality and its representation is demonstrated in other sources such as manuscript illuminations, frescoes, charters of exchange and of course very many artefacts.

[Next slide: Exultet]

This illumination of the personification of the Earth (tellus) is from an Exultet roll composed in Bari and dates to about 1030.  She is portrayed in contemporary clothes, as was not unusual in manuscript illuminations of the time.  She wears a long robe with very wide sleeves.  There are repeated motifs of violet and yellow fleurs-de-lis; bordering the shallow-scoop neck, around the waist and hem are broad bands decorated with yellow-gold scroll-work (possibly brocade) on a violet-blue ground; this is worn over a long-sleeve tunic – a costume form that was well-known among the wealthier classes in both Greek Byzantium and southern Italy. The manuscript was written in Latin, followed western liturgical norms, even though the form of the object as a roll, as opposed to codex or book, followed eastern practice.  The wording was written in a Barese variation of Beneventan (Lombard) script.  While the deacon recited or sung the Exultet, the congregation meditated upon the images. 

The experience of Exultet enabled people to learn about their spiritual world and have their imaginations pricked, where words, music and object functioned as one.  I can imagine that local people listening to William of Apulia’s poem would not hear a story simply of the deeds of a great leader, but also feel a sense of the place from where they came.  This was brought home to me when I was taken on a tour of the Diocesan Museum in Bari, where I was told that the art of the Exultet, albeit a mixture of Byzantine and Lombard styles, was foremost a product Barese and Pugliese heritage. The guide was also keen to explain that such objects were important for teaching young children about their past.
Placed in a comparative context, neither William’s description of Melo, nor the Exultet illumination betray anything other than an honest representation of what it meant to be from 11th-century Apulia:  a religious culture which followed Latin Christian norms but used Greek visual forms, a political and legal culture whose traditions harked back to distant Lombard origins, a vestimentary culture which moved with the moment but found affinities with Greek fashions; similarly, naming customs which also moved with the time but which started new traditions all of their own; all of these combined to create a civic and broader provincial character which was nothing more than Barese or Apulian.  They were genuinely Lombards in Greek clothing.

� Anonymous Chronicle (Ignoti civis Barensis) and Lupus Protspatharius s.a. 1017 in: Antiche cronache di Terra di Bari, G. Cioffari and R. Lupoli Tateo (eds.), (Bari, 1991)


� Mathieu, Geste, p. 101 n. 1.  This was contrary to the interpretation of mitra as turban by Du Cange and Delarc. 


� William explicitly says Melo was the first leader of the Normans in Italy further establishing the closeness of the first Norman mercenaries with the local leader.  Mathieu, Geste, p. 102





