How useful is the Bayeux Tapestry as a source for the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England?

   The Bayeux Tapestry is a phenomenal surviving piece of artwork, providing its onlookers with an amazing insight and a high level of detail, not just into the events surrounding the Norman invasion of England in 1066, but also of how the militaries of the time functioned. The Tapestry itself is not actually a tapestry, but rather it is a 68.3-meter-long embroidery.1 The background of its inception has been the cause of much debate, and many people have been put forward to have been the patron of this work. The place of its creation has also been the cause of much speculation. It is important that the tapestry is remembered for being the invaluable source it is, however, it can only ever be useful to an extent. To look at the much broader issues and events leading up to and just after the invasion, the tapestry must be used in conjunction with other invaluable contemporary sources such as the writings of William of Poitiers, William of Jumiéges, Eadmer and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles. These sources all come with their own biases, though, so caution is always required when piecing together the events in the lead up to the invasion. This essay will endeavour to address the speculation surrounding the creation of the tapestry, and how it can be useful as a source for the events leading up to 1066, addressing any issues with it as a source along the way. 
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   The first issue to address regarding the Bayeux Tapestry is arguably one of the most key issues regarding it as a reliable source – its creation. There have been numerous candidates for the patron of the tapestry, the main two contenders being William the Conqueror’s wife Matilda and Odo, William’s half-brother and long-time bishop of Bayeux. Although the argument on behalf of Matilda is compelling, it is most likely to just be a figment of Victorian romantism.2 Odo, however, appears to be the most compelling candidate for having commissioned the tapestry. Odo himself is a very interesting figure, being the bishop of Bayeux since his teens3 and going on to become the Earl of Kent shortly after the invasion of England. He would also act as regent on behalf of William when he needed to return to Normandy. These positions together placed Odo as being the most powerful man in England after the King himself, affording him all the resources necessary to place the commission. His link to Kent may explain the Anglo-Saxon style of the artwork on the tapestry, perhaps using a local artist to design the layout of the tapestry as well as using locals to then embroider the piece. Thanks to the works of William of Poitiers, we also know that Canterbury was well known for its seamstresses,4 so it could also be linked to its creation through Odo’s ecclesiastical connections. There are also a few examples of Old English being used5 in the writing above the pictures rather than Latin, perhaps pointing to the designer being more comfortable or even unable to translate their own language into a less familiar Latin. It is also highly likely that the linen itself was also made in England, although this has yet to be scientifically proven.6 Another big clue pointing to Odo having commissioned the tapestry is the fact that he features so prominently, making the most appearances of anyone bar William and Harold. No other source from the period 
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features Odo in such a fashion.7 It then seems most likely that the tapestry would have been commissioned in time for the consecration of Bayeux Cathedral in 1077,8 presumedly acting as a piece to bolster Odo’s fame whilst also giving the Norman version and justification of the events leading up to and just after the invasion. As can be seen, the background of the tapestry’s creation is just as vital as the tapestry itself as a source. Its closeness in date to the events is very important, as it would have been created within living memory of those involved. However, the fact that it may have been commissioned by a man so close to the very top of Norman society would certainly hinder the tapestry as a reliable source and could possibly lean it towards being a propaganda piece for the Normans. 

   Patron aside, the main aim of the tapestry is, of course to depict the events which lead up to the invasion and slightly after. The tapestry starts around 1064 with King Edward sending Harold to Normandy in order to promise the throne of England to William upon Edward’s death, with Harold eventually giving the all-important scared oath upon relics before William and other witnesses. These are the events as told time and again, not just in the tapestry, but also through contemporary Norman writers such as William of Poitiers,9 who also gave his account of the lead up to the invasion and the invasion itself. William’s account can be called into question as he was not present for the events, merely recounting witness testimony of those who were. With this in mind, the same could also be said for the tapestry. Whoever designed and stitched it, although contemporary to the events, were most likely not witness to any of the events portrayed. The fact that there seems to be some form of joined up thinking connecting the works commissioned by the Normans goes a long way to bolster the argument for the tapestry being just one part of a vast Norman propaganda machine, steering the narrative in the direction they wished, whilst seemingly bragging about their military might. After all, it is usually the victors who write history. Although the tapestry reminds us of this Norman victory, it has also been put forward that the tapestry is also a showcase and admiration of Anglo-Saxon bravery.10 Harold is most certainly portrayed as being a worthy and almost equal man to Duke William before he goes on to break the sacred oath11 and leaving the betrayed William with little choice but to make the decision to invade. Such a story as this could also serve as a moral story for its contemporary onlookers, the sanctity of an oath is one that must not be broken. This would certainly be apt if the tapestry was initially placed on display in Bayeux Cathedral, but for a modern audience it serves to further explain the Norman outlook; Duke William felt betrayed and so acted in anger. There is, however, one contemporary Anglo-Saxon writer who wrote to the contrary of the story told by the tapestry. Eadmer in his History of Recent Events in England,12 claimed that Harold had only been sent to Normandy to gain the release of his brother and nephew from captivity.13 William of Malmesbury also claimed in the twelfth century that Harold was actually just blown off course during a fishing trip, so his trip to Normandy was purely accidental.14 Another 
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very important Anglo-Saxon source is the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Within the chronicle are entries for the years leading up to and including the invasion,15 but little is written to help bolster the Norman’s claims on the tapestry. This, though, could be explained as the writers of the chronicle being only interested in the events happening in England through Anglo-Saxon eyes, with the Norman invasion taking them by surprise. These extra narratives go on to prove that each source, including the tapestry, has its own biases and it is imperative for anyone wishing to seriously research the events surrounding the invasion to use sources from as many viewpoints as is possible.

   Apart from the previously mentioned potential issues with biases, there are other problems with the tapestry which could hinder its use as a reliable source for the events surrounding the invasion of England. The first of these is perhaps the largest of these issues, the complete absence in the Norman narrative of both Harald Hardrada and Edgar Aetheling. The reason for this being so important when applying the tapestry as a source is because these are the only other two people who had a genuine claim to the throne of England, definitely more so than Harold Godwinson and arguably in line with William’s own claim.16 Edgar’s claim was actually by far the greatest of all of the above, he was the grandson of King Edmund Ironside17 who was the late King Edward’s half-brother. Even the use of the Old English word ‘Aetheling’ is indicative that he was a member of the royal family. Edgar was unfortunately too young at the time of these events to have defended his rightful claim to the throne and would spend the rest of his life hidden away in William’s court.18 It is only natural that the commissioner of the tapestry would not want these figures included, to include them would have been an acknowledgment that there were far better claimants and would only have served to highlight what may be viewed as being the illegitimacy of the new Norman regime and may actually have been cause for rebellion by those who wished to restore the previous Anglo-Saxon royal bloodline. Another issue which arises with the tapestry comes with the depiction of the death of Harold Godwinson. This death scene is arguably the most famous of the entire tapestry, with a fully armoured man holding onto an arrow which has penetrated his eye. Another source which is estimated to have been written within a year of the battle is the Carmen de Hastingae Proelio which claims that Harold was killed and then dismembered by the counts of Boulogne and Pontieu.19 If this account is correct, then the figure with the arrow cannot be Harold, but the man next to him being cut down could be. This, then, is less a problem with accuracy or bias, but rather it has been a case of mistaken identity.

   Despite some of the issues with bias, there is much about the tapestry which is useful, and this is held within the very artwork itself. The most stand out examples of these come from its depictions of everything related to the military. For the Normans who both commissioned the tapestry, and for 
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those who were to look upon it, the tapestry would have been a fine example of the military might they were so keen to portray.20 For its modern viewers though, it is instead a most intriguing look at how early medieval armies were formed, from the logistics of getting the materials and men together, to the armour and even the formations they would have used during the battle. For those with little medieval military knowledge, the first thing they may notice when looking upon the tapestry would be the sheer number of mounted soldiers depicted, their armour and helmets, the many different types of shields on show, the myriad of weapons from swords and axes to hauberks and the odd archer usually hidden away somewhere within the medley. This is a brilliant source for any person with an interest in the military matters of the Middle Ages, for within this tapestry are the answers to the many questions which arise when researching the battles of these times. Rather than the solid plated armour usually associated with the later medieval period, the majority of these soldiers appear to be wearing top to toe chainmail, with only the archers appearing to be armoured lightly, if at all.21 Interestingly enough, the kite shield doesn’t appear to have been exclusive to just the Normans, with opposing sides seeming to both be using this same technology. The tapestry even gives the onlooker a close and detailed depiction of weaponry with the back end of the travelling army carrying cart loads of equipment and men carrying the chainmail on hangers as well as carrying swords. One man even appears to be carrying what looks to be a barrel of what is presumedly the Norman army’s ration of wine.22 The tapestry also gives a brief glimpse of some of the military tactics used, with an Anglo-Saxon shield wall given pride of place23 as well as a massive cavalry presence, no doubt completely over exaggerated to instil fear and admiration at the pure strength and resourcefulness of the Normans.24   It is also a useful source for those who are interested in maritime history, as the depictions of the boats that the Normans built and sailed to England in are fascinating. The tapestry is very detailed in its portrayal of the boats that the Normans were using, and they certainly don’t seem to have lost the natural seafaring habits of their Scandinavian ancestors. The boats appear to have sat very low down in the water, aiding with speed and manoeuvrability, and still held the infamous dragon heads at the prow.25 If the tapestry is to believed, the speed at which these boats would have been constructed was also impressive, from oak splitting to the final product taking a mere eight months to complete.26 Another notable military aspect of the Bayeux Tapestry is the depiction it contains of one of the Norman’s most recognised and long lasting legacies on Britain’s landscape, castles. The Tapestry informs the viewer that immediately upon finding themselves in Hastings “Odo EPS Willelm Rotbert iste iussit ut foderetur castellum at Hestenga ceastra”27 and so they preceded to construct their first of the many motte and bailey castles they would go on to construct during their conquest of England.28 It is once again 
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interesting to note the appearance of Odo for this scene, placing him central to one of the first major decisions in this invasion. This scene is also fascinating because it, along with the construction of their fleet, proves the amazing ability the Normans had for being able to quickly construct key defensive and offensive structures, with the army having only been in England for fifteen days by this point.29 Military depictions aside, the tapestry is also a useful source for the depiction of contemporary styles of clothing, hairstyles and facial hair (or lack thereof), with the Normans being clean shaven with short backed hair styles, where the Anglo-Saxons appeared to be more rugged with their long hair and moustaches. This is where the differences end regarding fashion, as apart from the long robes of the varying kings and bishops, the civilian clothes of the men from both countries appears to be similar with their thigh length tunics and hose. 

   Although it is plain to see that there are plenty of issues which arise regarding the tapestry, from the likely commission having been from the Conqueror’s own brother to the Norman narrative clashing with other contemporary writings, one can not easily dismiss the Bayeux Tapestry as a source. It is a truly remarkable piece of artwork, and it cannot be denied that is still a very important part of the Norman story of the invasion of England. Doubtless, the tapestry will continue to enchant people for generations to come, but it must always be regarded with a degree of scepticism and only used in conjunction with other contemporary sources.
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