The image I have chosen is part of the Bayeux tapestry, it is the portion where Harold swears an oath to William.[footnoteRef:1]It was commissioned by bishop Odo of Bayeux, who was Williams half-brother.[footnoteRef:2] The tapestry is an important source for historians trying to determine the events that led to the Norman conquest of England, and the scene of Harold swearing an oath to William is arguably the most important of the whole tapestry. [1:  E. Maclagan ‘The Bayeux tapestry’ (Middlesex: penguin books, 1953) p.22]  [2:  D. Bates ‘The Character and Career of Odo, Bishop of Bayeux (1049/50-1097)’, Speculum, vol 50 (1975) p. 2] 

It is important to know who was responsible for the making of the tapestry, why it was made, who it was made for and how reliable or useful it is. The tapestry was commissioned by Odo. The reason why it is important to know Odo commissioned the work is that since he was the half-brother of William he is going to portray both William and his actions in a way that would of pleased William.[footnoteRef:3] At the time Odo commissioned the tapestry to be made he still would have been loyal to William and would of wanted to praise him, this was before he was imprisoned in 1082-1087.[footnoteRef:4] It was made as both a way to show off and to celebrate the conquest of England as well as to justify their actions and show what the Normans either believed happened or what they would want people to think happened. Like Dudo of St Quentin’s ‘History of the Normans’, the Bayeux tapestry was created for the purpose to be kept in a Norman court and to be used as a propaganda tool, so the intended audience for this tapestry would have been mainly Normans and the occasional visitor. the tapestry can be seen as somewhat reliable, despite its bias, because it was made within 20 years of the Norman conquest of England.[footnoteRef:5] This is important because many texts or chronicles at this time, would be written by people who were either not there or written several generations later. An example of this is Dudo’s ‘History of the Normans’ where he talks about Rollo’s arrival in Normandy and how he was given the land. Although Dudo’s text is very useful, it was started late in Richard I’s rule and finished early into Richard II Duke of Normandy’s reign, so it cannot be seen as the most reliable of texts as it was written nearly a century after Rollo first arrived in Normandy.[footnoteRef:6] So in comparison to Dudo’s work the tapestry is quite reliable as Odo was present for many of the events in the tapestry, an example of this is scene 72 in which Odo is cheering on his troops.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  Maclagan ‘The Bayeux tapestry’ p.7 ]  [4:  Bates ‘Odo, Bishop of Bayeux’ p.2]  [5:  Maclagan ‘The Bayeux tapestry’ p.1]  [6:  E. Christiansen ‘Dudo of St Quentin: History of the Normans’ (Suffolk: Woodbridge, 1998)]  [7:  Maclagan ‘The Bayeux tapestry’ p. 45] 

It can be said that this chosen scene is the most important because of the uncertainty in the image. The uncertainty is why Harold was making an oath, it is clear from the image he is swearing an oath, and on holy relics, but it is not clear as to why he is doing this. The text above the tapestry says “ ubi Harold Sacramentum fecit vvillelmo duci” [footnoteRef:8] which translates roughly to ‘where Harold swore a sacred oath to Duke William’, but this doesn’t help clarify the matter, and it is because there is no clear answer to why the oath was sworn that the Bayeux tapestry, and more specifically this part of it, can be used by historians to reach both pro-Norman and anti-Norman conclusions and can be used to discuss who was the legitimate and rightful ruler of England and who was the Usurper. Although this view is not a direct interpretation of the Bayeux tapestry, William of Newburgh stated that William the conqueror “either through a lawless desire of dominion, or a yearning to avenge the injuries which he had received, waged war against Harold, king of England”[footnoteRef:9] he is clearly writing in an anti-Norman style, as most Plantagenet historians in England did at this time.[footnoteRef:10] To someone like William of Newburgh they would not interpret this scene on the Bayeux tapestry as one that legitimised William I, this idea can be supported by the fact that William of Newburgh said “On the completion of his victory – as he abominated the name of an usurper, and was anxious to assume the character of a legitimate sovereign”.[footnoteRef:11] In the discussion of what the oath was about, the two most likely reasons are that; Harold went to William to name him as Edward the Confessor’s successor [footnoteRef:12] or that Harold went to negotiate the release of hostages held in Normandy, one of them being his cousin Hakon.[footnoteRef:13] Oderic Vitalis does suggest that there was a third reason and it was a marriage arrangement between Harold and Williams daughter Adeliza[footnoteRef:14], although this is unlikely to be the reason why Harold came to Normandy. Although this does not prove whether or not Harold swore an oath that William would be the next king of England, the papacy backed William’s claim. This backing came from Pope Alexander II and Cardinal Hildebrand and later Pope Gregory VII.[footnoteRef:15] This is significant because the pope was seen as God’s representative on earth, so this is seen as justification for the Normans to conquer England. And although there is no mention of the papacy in the tapestry, the fact that the Normans received this backing can be used to argue that Harold was sent to Normandy to tell William he was Edward’s heir. [8:  Ibid., p.22]  [9:  Fordham University (2000) ‘William of Newburgh: Book One’ Chapter 1 ]  [10:  J. Gillingham ‘The Historian as Judge: William of Newburgh and Hubert Walter’ The English Historical Review vol 119 p. 1275]  [11:  Fordham University ‘William of Newburgh’ Chapter 1]  [12:  E. Van Houts ‘Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe, 900-1200 (London: Macmillan Press 1999) p.124]  [13:  F. Van Kempen ‘A mission he bore – to Duke William he came: Harold Godwineson’s Commentum and his covert ambitions’ Historical review vol 89 p. 593]  [14:  Van Kempen ‘A mission he bore – to Duke William’ p. 593]  [15:   Van Houts ‘Memory and Gender’ p. 124] 

The Bayeux tapestry as a whole is an important source in attempting to understand the lead up to the Norman conquest of England, this specific scene is crucial in attempting to determine whether William the conqueror was justified in his actions or was he simply taking the land because it seemed weak. Although it will never be known what oath was sworn, the Bayeux tapestry has played an important part in the debate.
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