How useful is the Bayeux Tapestry as a source for events surrounding the Norman invasion of England?
The Bayeux Tapestry is an embroidery that was commissioned by the Normans in the decades following their conquest of England. It is intended to convey a history of the 1066 invasion and the events that directly led up to it. It is necessary to question, however, how accurate it is as a summary of these events and what value it possesses in this regard. A useful method to help clarify this is to compare it with other depictions of the event, although issues of their reliability can also be raised. 
An obvious problem that the embroidery has in relation to its use for understanding the invasion is that it only goes back as far as 1064. Therefore, any significant event related to it from before that time is not dealt with. The history of links between the Normans and Anglo-Saxons cannot be observed there, up to and including the period of ascendency that they enjoyed at Edward the Confessor’s court for a time. Edward’s motives for desiring to leave William the throne if he intended to do such a thing, such as their family links and Edward’s exile in Normandy for a large part of his early life, do not receive any mention whatsoever. While it is understandable that the embroiderers did not want it to become too long, omissions like this are an issue when attempting to grasp an accurate picture of these events solely through this object. 
The embroidery is accurate in regard to Harold’s journey to Normandy. In the most basic terms, it depicts King Edward ordering Harold away. Harold’s journey resulted in his capture by Count Guy and he remained in captivity with the Count until the Duke of Normandy arrived to rescue him. All of this narrative matches well with William of Poitiers’s account of Harold’s misadventure there[footnoteRef:1]. The account’s depiction of events is also noticeably vague regarding why exactly Harold was going on this trip[footnoteRef:2]. It should be noted that multiple versions of the journey exist, depending on the source, suggesting that either Harold travelled there solely to free his family, as alleged by an Anselm backer called Eadmer, or that the purpose of the journey was to recognise William as heir as well, and this is supported by William of Poitiers. The Bayeux account appears to be in accordance with almost every agreed version of this incident, in a large part because it manages to avoid the controversial aspects altogether. William of Jumieges’s account does not address the expedition, despite being contemporary[footnoteRef:3]. The same applies to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle[footnoteRef:4].  This may be due to a hostility towards the Normans in the case of that text. The embroidery is useful in that it relates the facts rather than becoming yet another one of the many interpretations and therefore less useful due to lacking detail on the events. [1:  William of Poitiers, Gesta Guillelmi, course reader]  [2:  J. Lindsay, The Normans, Granada Publishing, Limited, Hertfordshire and London, 1974,p 101]  [3:  T. Wise, 1066 Year of Destiny, Osprey Publishing Limited, 12-14 London WC2E 9LP, 1979 p 27]  [4: E. Mason, The House of Godwine The History of the Dynasty, Cambridge University Press, 102 Gloucester Avenue London, NWI 8HX, 2004 p 117] 

This textile account dwells at length on a war between the Normans and the Bretons where William and Harold together fought against Duke Conan. The war is depicted in detail on the tapestry, showing the Normans marching in and taking his capital before overwhelming and capturing Conan. This visual and written text aligns with the basics of William of Poitiers’s description, which mentions the two fighting together in a war between Normandy and Brittany. This account describes crushing a siege and launching a pursuit of Conan[footnoteRef:5]. It should be noted that the two accounts contradict each other regarding whether the Breton war took place before or after the oath[footnoteRef:6]. The embroidery presents the Normans and Harold performing acts that demonstrate their comradeship such as sword gifts and rescues, although this may have been included to show that Harold was William’s person[footnoteRef:7] and therefore, with hindsight, it may be presenting him as a perjurer. This suggests that these specific incidents may not have happened even if they did fight in this war together. However, there does appear to be verification available for the majority of the depiction, suggesting its usefulness as a source. [5:  F. Barrow, The Godwins, Pearson Education Limited, Edinburgh Gate Harlow CM20 2JE, 2002, p 98]  [6:  M. Hagger, William King and Conqueror, I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 6 Salem Road, London W2 4BU, 2012, p 39]  [7:  Hagger, 39] 

The embroidery includes the oath. William and Harold are shown meeting and making an oath atop of a holy item. The writing above the scene makes it clear that this was supposed to be a sacred oath. William of Poitiers was adamant that the oath took place and that Harold undertook it voluntarily. One issue is a lack of historical consensus about where the oath took place, the embroidery having Bayeux as the site, but Bonneville and Rouen were alleged by William of Poitiers and much later, Orderic, respectively[footnoteRef:8]. Carmen claims that the two were arguing about the oath immediately prior to Hastings, which suggests that stories of this encounter had already emerged at the time of Hastings[footnoteRef:9]. The depiction of the oath swearing is unclear regarding whether it was voluntary or not. William of Jumieges also makes mention of the oath having taken place[footnoteRef:10].  This supports the assessment that the embroidery is accurate for depicting this event.  The circumstances of the oath vary heavily in regard to the source’s sympathies. The Norman William of Poitiers emphasises how voluntary it was[footnoteRef:11], while the Anglo-Saxon Eadmer writes that Harold was forced or even tricked into it[footnoteRef:12]. This vagueness makes it a reliable source in that it presents the certain and avoids the ambiguous regarding what occurred though the lack of information available on the matter reduces how informative it can be. [8:  Lindsay, p 104]  [9:  Barlow,  p 97]  [10:  Wise, p 37]  [11:  William of Poitiers]  [12:  D.C Douglas, William the Conqueror, Eyre & Spottiswoode (Publishers) and Jarrold & Sons Ltd, Great Britain, 1964 p177] 

One obvious aspect of the 1066 invasion that is left out of this textile portrayal is anything related to the King of Norway, Harald Hardrada. He also claimed the throne of England at this time and staged a failed invasion immediately before the arrival of the Normans. This meant that Harold’s army essentially went from fighting one army to another without cessation. This entire episode is avoided altogether in the embroidery, which is something of a limitation when it comes to understanding the context of the 1066 conquest. The most likely explanation for this missing aspect is that it was deemed unnecessary by the Normans, as they were not directly involved, and the Bayeux Tapestry was supposed to focus on how they came to power in England. In this regard, it is not as useful as a source as it otherwise could be.
The source then depicts Harold’s seizing of the throne. Edward the Confessor is shown conversing with his associates directly before his death. This could be taken as a reference to the claim that he appointed Harold as his heir[footnoteRef:13] but the description is too vague to say for certain. Anglo-Saxons are shown offering Harold a crown, symbolically representing the position of king. He is then seen being crowned with his supporters cheering him on. The presentation of Anglo-Saxons encouraging him seems to refer to the English magnates and the members of the Witan that backed him in his take over. This can be taken as a symbolic depiction of what occurred. On the other hand, the image of him being offered the crown after King Edward’s death contrasts with the swiftness with which the real Harold secured power in the immediate aftermath of that event[footnoteRef:14]. The basics of what is depicted here do generally match up with the accepted course of events and therefore this can be seen as a useful source. [13:  Florence of Worcester, Chronicon ex chronicle, Sourcebook]  [14:  Douglas, pp 181-184] 

The embroidery provides a depiction of the Normans’ preparation for invasion. William was informed of Harold’s rise to power and responded by ordering an invasion. The Normans began the process by chopping down trees and using them to construct a fleet of ships. This portrayal of events is accurate when related to what actually occurred. Prior to the conquest, the Normans launched a rapid ship building operation. This construction project was notable for the constancy and speed of the work[footnoteRef:15]. Virtually all ports in Normandy were employed in this task and quotas were officially introduced[footnoteRef:16]. While the Bayeux Tapestry is not able to demonstrate all of this, it does create an accurate summary of what took place in this timeframe. However, many of the ships were taken from other people or loaned to William as opposed to the Normans physically building them after the invasion call; this is something that is not clear from the embroidery where we only see the construction[footnoteRef:17]. Despite this uncertainty, as a general overview, the ship gathering does seem reliable as a portrayal of what occurred, taking into account all of the other descriptions of the events described here. [15:  Douglas, p 190]  [16:  Lindsay, p 213]  [17:  Hagger, p 41] 

The embroidery depicts the immediate actions of the Normans on their arrival in England. They began by taking animals for food for a feast, then constructing a castle and setting a house on fire. The feasting aspect is accurate to what actually happened, as William held a major feast in the area; the only difference being that it took place on his ship, before the landing[footnoteRef:18] . The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle also supports the assertion that William constructed a castle before the Battle of Hastings[footnoteRef:19]. The general looting depiction is challenged by the version presented by William of Poitiers, who claims that the Duke forbade his men from this practice and they complied for a month long period from 8th September. He goes on to suggest that no animals were seized for food by the Normans[footnoteRef:20]. He may, however, have meant that there was no looting up until a certain point. His account also claims that William provided large quantities of food to his men, which does seem to be reflected by the feast[footnoteRef:21].  Obviously, only one of these accounts can be accurate and both technically come from Norman sources. That the pillaging was depicted on the Bayeux Tapestry could suggest its authenticity, given that it is difficult to see the Normans tolerating a false, hostile portrayal of themselves in an artwork that they commissioned. [18:  Lindsay, p 218]  [19:  Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, James Ingram, Britannia History, < http://www.britannia.com/history/docs/1066.html>, (Assessed November 6th, 2018]  [20:  Douglas, p 192]  [21:  Wise, p 134] 

In the embroidery, the battle is depicted as follows. The Normans charged on their adversaries. They are shown fighting on horses, unlike their opponents, who fight on foot. Harold’s army are depicted hiding behind their shields. Harold actually did have a horse at the battle, has did his family and retainers[footnoteRef:22]. Nevertheless, it should be noted that The Song of the Battle of Hastings also makes the claim that the Anglo-Saxons did not have horses at Hastings, shunning them as a matter of honour[footnoteRef:23]. Guy of Amiens also backs the formation depiction, claiming that the Anglo-Saxons packed together to the extent that there was no room for the dead to fall[footnoteRef:24]. The accuracy of some of these sections is unclear in regard that there seem to be versions both for and against the version illustrated by the embroidery.  [22:  Lindsay, p 221]  [23:  Hagger, p 47]  [24:  Mason, p 169] 

[bookmark: _Hlk529388735]The depiction of the battle continues by showing the killing of Harold’s brothers and the involvement in the fighting of William’s half-brother Odo of Bayeux, who is armed with a club and who rallies other Normans. The ground is shown as being covered in bodies. That Harold’s brothers, Leofwin and Gyrth perished in battle on that occasion is supported by the account of this event in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle[footnoteRef:25]. How Gyrth was killed varies, depending on the source in question. While the embroidery shows him being struck down by a number of Normans alongside his brother, Guy of Amiens claims that he was personally torn apart by William the Conqueror himself, after an unhorsing[footnoteRef:26].  [25:  Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Britannia History,James Ingram, < http://www.britannia.com/history/docs/1066.html>, (Assessed November 6th, 2018]  [26:  Mason, p 171] 

In the Bayeux Tapestry, William is depicted in the aftermath of an unhorsing, lifting the visor of his helmet to demonstrate to his troops that he has not been killed. The unhorsing of William is also described in a poem on the battle, which claims that it was Gyrth who was responsible and that William personally killed him in response[footnoteRef:27]. Another poem also mentions the unhorsing of William but places responsibility for the act on a man called fitzHelloc, who was also killed by the Duke in response to the attack. William of Poitiers also mentions this event but goes a step further by claiming the unhorsing occurred three times within the span of the battle. He also mentions that William’s army attempted to flee, which reflects the panic that William is shown attempting to calm in the Bayeux Tapestry[footnoteRef:28]. While the unhorsing could be taken as a dramatic invention, the amount of references to at least one incident of this nature supports the embroidery’s inclusion of such an event. That Gyrth is not shown as responsible for this may not be an inaccuracy, given that only one source claims he did it and this is directly contradicted by another source. The emphasis on Odo has led to theories that he had commissioned the Bayeux Tapestry, in part to promote himself; this does not mean he did not fight there but could be a sign that the amount of focus that he receives in the depiction does not reflect the scale of his impact on the battle. [27:  Douglas, p 225]  [28:  Lindsay, p 225] 

In the Bayeux Tapestry, Harold is portrayed as being killed. On this matter there is a general agreement whereby most sources back up the claim. In the embroidery there are two possible depictions for this. Either the representation of the Anglo-Saxon with the arrow in his eye, which may have been added later, is meant to be Harold, or the soldier being struck down with a sword might represent him, or possibly he is meant to be both. None of the other English or Norman chronicles in this period claim that both occurred. The earliest mention of an arrow in the eye came in 1080 from Amateus, a monk in southern Italy. Song of the Battle of Hasting suggests he was killed by four men including William himself and Eustace, Count of Boulogne[footnoteRef:29]. This does not, in of itself, discredit the embroidery version, given the improbability of two rivals for the throne personally fighting, with one directly killing the other in battle. The incident told this way seems to be far more in tune with the dramatic tales of the time. William of Jumieges simply states that Harold was killed by wounds without providing any further detail. The persistent vagueness regarding what actually killed Harold can be seen in multiple early sources, whereas the arrow version came into prominence many decades after the battle was fought and the embroidery depicting its story was made[footnoteRef:30]. [29:  Hagger, p 50]  [30:  Mason, p 172] 

The Bayeux Tapestry is generally useful as a source in that a large amount of what is depicted within it can actually be backed up by other sources including sources from the time. That it emerged not long after the events in question is also in its favour. One problem it has is its lack of detail in places, for example, the question of why Harold went to France and the circumstances of the oath between him and William are unclear with little detail or even no explanation in places. However, this works in its favour as a useful source in a way, as both of these events have been the topic of multiple, often directly contradictory interpretations, whilst still adhering to the generally agreed basics of the events. The killing of the Godwinsons and William’s unhorsing differ in other accounts, which may call into question its credibility in this instance, although the embroidery has the advantage that its depiction is comparatively plausible. Overall, much of what is depicted here seems accurate when compared with other sources, with the ambiguity on the points mentioned above being its biggest problem in explaining the Norman Conquest and the events leading to it. It also does actually not come across as being overtly biased for the most part. 

References 
Barlow, F. The Godwins 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Britannia History- James Ingram The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, < http://www.britannia.com/history/docs/1066.html>
Douglas, D.C. William the Conqueror 
Florence of Worcester- Chronicon ex chronicle
Hagger, M. William King and Conqueror
Lindsay, J. The Normans 
Mason, Emma. The House of Godwine The History of the Dynasty 
William of Poitiers- Gesta Guillelmi
Wise, Terrence. 1066 Year of Destiny




