Commentary on the Scene from the Bayeux Tapestry; Harold swears an oath to William.
From this scene of the Bayeux Tapestry, as Harold swears an oath to William, multiple interpretations can be drawn. A hugely important element of William’s taking of the English throne, it is no surprise that within the contemporary sources and among modern scholars, there is differing opinions.  The debated factors include the scene’s context and purpose.  Regardless, it is a significant piece of medieval art, visually depicting an event within the self-created Norman mythos that justified changing England forever. The truth of what happened is not vitally important here, as Stephen D. White says, the focus should be on why and for who, rather than establishing facts. 1 All that can be ascertained without doubt is Harold can be seen swearing an oath as William and his court looks on as witnesses. 
It is a significant event in the history of the Normans, and the Bayeux Tapestry contributed to Normannitas in art form. The Norman desperately wanted to create records of their deeds, something for both their future generations and enemies to remember, and it is easy to see this as the only reason for their creating the Bayeux Tapestry, and including the Harold’s oath scene, if it happened, why would it not be in there they could say. However, ‘the overwhelming reaction of first-generation Normans was one of legitimizations and justifications which were, in fact, abstract moralizations to bury any sense of guilt or shame’. 2 Upon Edward’s death, after Harold took the throne, and William used the promise as justification for his brutal invasion of England. This was important to him, as he did not want to be seen a usurper who had deposed the rightful king. William of Newburgh describes William’s anxiousness over his claim, ‘he abominated the name of a usurper, and was anxious to assume the character of a legitimate sovereign’. 3

Harold had been named according to some on Edward’s death bed as his inheritor 4 and he was the choice of the Witan, therefore with a large backing in Anglo-Saxon England. William then needed to get in there, and make his defence as to why he thought he could barge in and take the throne for himself. And so the main purpose of this scene is to provide proof to the medieval viewer that Harold was a usurper. Noxon calls it, ‘a sponsored, propaganda piece, designed for an illiterate mass audience’. 5 Tapestries were decorations to be hung on walls, and judging by the size of this one, it was to be displayed in a church. Regardless of its placement, it is clearly a public piece based on its size, making it the opposite of the written Latin chronicles which were very inaccessible, even to most of the nobility and kings. In a population of low literacy, rather than depend on a few Latin or French written sources, he went for a visual medium. The Bayeux Tapestry is a wonderful way for anyone seeing the work to follow, much like the stained-glass windows and murals uses in Churches for the same reason and with elements of
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the Chanson poem form, another type public entertainment, no Latin required. 6 What they could not control however, is the thoughts of the person viewing the Tapestry, as it is open to interpretation, depending on your position. 7

The clear Norman view, which can be understood through the literature composed around the same time, is that Harold is a usurper and a perjurer.  This scene from the Bayeux Tapestry is ‘the equivalent of a photography of what would become his misdeed.’ 8 The Normans hammering home the broken oath in their contemporary sources was a political tool, enforcing that Harold lost for a reason. It not only supported William’s violent claim for the crown of England, but dirtied Harold’s, ‘casting a long shadow over his reputation’.9 The Norman contemporary authors in the literature surrounding the conquest use this as William’s main justification for conquering England. Eadmar in 1090s said the Norman victory was ‘the miraculous intervention of God, who by punishing Harold’s wicked perjury shewed that He is not a God that hath any pleasure in wickedness’. 10 William of Poitiers detailed when ‘Harold took an oath of faithfulness to him according to the sacred rite of Christians….he pronounced clearly and of his own free will, these words: that he would be the agent of duke William at the court of King Edward for as long as he lived; that he would try with all his authority and power, to ensure for him the possession of the kingdom of England on Edward’s death.’ 11 And William of Malmesbury wrote that ‘he [Harold] of his own accord, confirmed to him by oath …the kingdom of England, after the death of Edward’. 12 Orderic Vitalis ensured to mention the holy relics, by saying ‘Moreover Harold had taken the oath of allegiance to duke William at Rouen, in the presence of the nobles of Normandy, and doing him homage had sworn on the holy relics to all that was required of him’ and that Harold ‘betrayed his faith to his lord through greed for the kingdom’. 13 The Carmen De Hastingae, a Chanson de geste rather than a scholarly piece, mentions it many times in his poem about the Battle of Hastings, putting the words ‘does he not in his heart remember that he was my vassal?’ in William’s mouth, and describing Harold as ‘accustomed to conquer not by force but by deceit, and pledging fealty with his lips, he offers death’.  14 
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However, William of Newburgh seems a little unsure, saying William, with  ‘a lawless desire of dominion, or a yearning to avenge the injuries which he had received, waged war against Harold, king of England.’ 15 This is not unusual however, as William himself was Anglo-Saxon, so would have viewed the event from a different angle, but he does not deny that perhaps the oath did happen either. It is a scene that can appear as forced and uncomfortable. A sympathetic viewer, probably Anglo-Saxon, like William of Newburgh, would see a different tale being told. 
According to N.P. Brooks and H.E. Walker, 16 Harold was already bound to William by many different forms of obligation before seen to be taking the oath, and the oath scene itself was just the peak of this, ensuring ‘when Harold does accept the crown the full depths and breadths of his treachery can be gauged by the medieval spectator.’ 17 And when viewed from that point, you can imagine the medieval viewer feeling sympathy for Harold, who was forced into a promise he did not want to make. A positive view of Harold is argued by Meredith Clermont- Ferrand, who poses that the creators of the embroidery needed to please the Normans, but also created a story the English could have aligned themselves with. This would explain why Harold is portrayed nicely until his oath breaking. 18 And D.M. Wilson observes that ‘there is no real condemnation of Harold in the Tapestry as a whole’. 19 There was a shift in sympathy for him in history, 20 but within the Tapestry itself Elisabeth van Houts considers that the more positive portrait of Harold may be a trick to emphasise Harold’s later betrayal. 21
Whether or not the oath scene happened in real life is not important, it is why it was portrayed in the Tapestry, and its surrounding records, and yet it is still crucial to remember that some contemporary or near-contemporary authors did not mention it at all, and ‘some even went out of their way to eulogize and defend Harold’s kingship, like John of Worchester’. 22 This is a scene from the Bayeux Tapestry with multiple interpretations of its surrounding events, factual accuracy, and how that affects what happened following the oath made by Harold. Was he manipulated into the situation, was he right in going back on the oath, and did that justify William’s invasion among others are questions that when looked at, the scene can call to mind. The answer, is in the viewer’s eye, and its multiple readings is what makes the Bayeux Tapestry both a wonderful source, and a problematic one, if the goal is a determined fact. For a medieval experience of the Battle of Hastings and its context however, it provides a wonderful view. 
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