Source 2, Harold swears an oath to William scene from the Bayeux Tapestry.

   The Bayeux Tapestry has become synonymous with the Norman invasion of England in October 1066, it’s detailed depictions of events reverberating though time. Arguably, the most important of these events is when Harold Godwinson swears an oath to Duke William of Normandy, promising him his support and a smooth transition to the English throne before the death of Edward the Confessor on 5th January 1066. Above the scene is the phrase ‘Hic Willelm venit bagias ubi Harold sacramentum fecit Willelmo Duci’1 leaving the observer, whether they were Norman or Anglo-Saxon, in no doubt that what they are viewing is the vital key to the upcoming events. This essay will endeavour to unpick the scene in more detail, and why it is that this scene is such an important part of the Norman narrative.
   The central part of this scene is a rather large William sitting quite regally whilst watching and pointing to a standing Harold, who is touching what appears to be two reliquaries. The manner in which he sits is perhaps foreshadowing his future role as King of England and, although the scene itself has actually been lost, it is most likely that this would have been exactly how William would have been depicted on the day of coronation. William’s pointing draws the observer’s attention to a very important fact, this is not just a formal oath but a sacred one. The act of swearing oaths of allegiance with relics dates to Charlemagne himself “… where all men were required to swear an oath of allegiance to the king upon relics”2 after a raft of rebellions threatened his reign. This could be one of many instances of the Norman’s attempting to portray themselves as being devout, however it is more likely that they wanted to emphasise the fact that Harold would go on to break what would be a sacrosanct oath, offending not just William but also the divine. William of Poitiers also refers to this scene in his Gesta Guillelmi, and although he doesn’t refer to the use of relics specifically, he does state that “…Harold took an oath of faithfulness to him according to the sacred rite of the Christians.”3 What is also interesting to note is that William of Poitiers also claims that the taking of the oath was done of Harold’s own free will, however the Bayeux Tapestry’s depiction of this event seems to suggest otherwise. Whilst Duke William is sat observing the oath and pointing, he has a rather large sword in his other hand and just behind William are two witnesses, one of which is also equipped with the signature Norman kite shaped shield along with a spear. It is hard to imagine an explanation for them to be armed at what should have been a scared ceremony and it certainly does appear to point towards some form of coercion. The most generous explanation would be that as a warlike people it was normal for them to have some form of self-protection close to hand, and it certainly isn’t the only scene on the tapestry to portray meetings of William being sat with observers stood with weaponry.4  The event itself also appears to have been a huge event being held in what appears to be a very grand castle with what looks to be a feast being cooked in preparation. Such a grand celebration around the oath could suggest that the event was one of much celebration and one which was perhaps much friendlier than all the weaponry might suggest. 
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   The style of the artwork itself is also very interesting and appears to have taken much influence from the Anglo-Saxons themselves. It is very likely that the Normans commissioned Anglo-Saxons to both design and stitch the tapestry, much as they did with their artwork when they conquered places such as Italy and Sicily. Not only does this signal the complete domination of the native land, 
1. “Here William came to Bayeux, where Harold swore a sacred oath to Duke William.”
2. Rowley, Trevor, The Man Behind The Bayeux Tapestry: Odo, William The Conqueror’s Half-Brother (Stroud: The History Press, 2013) p.93
3. Davis, R.H.C & Chibnall, M (Ed. & Trans.) The Gesta Guillelmi of William of Poitiers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998) p.71
4. Grape, Wolfgang, The Bayeux Tapestry: Monument To A Norman Triumph (Munich: Prestel-Verlag, 1994) p.106-107
but it also goes a long way to prove their desire and uncanny ability to assimilate into the country that they invade. The fact that they went to the effort to ensure it looked very much like a piece of Anglo-Saxon artwork also strongly suggests that this amazing piece of craftmanship was very near contemporary and so many of the people involved in the events may still have been alive to see its completion.
   Apart from the scene itself, the zoomorphic border of the tapestry is very prominent and a matter of great interest on its own. The borders are constantly changing throughout the tapestry, with most of it remaining zoomorphic until it comes to the more intense scenes of fighting where the said fighting spills out and the borders at the bottom of the tapestry become strewn with the bodies of the fallen soldiers from the battle or even archers when it would suggest that archery became a key point in the battle.5 Agricultural scenes also appear at some points, perhaps informing us of the time of year in which the main scene was occurring.6 For the majority of the tapestry though, the common theme of the border remains its animals. There has been much debate about the purpose of these animals running throughout the borders and there is yet to be a general consensus reached in the matter.7 Some scenes have been interpreted as having come from various fables8 and so it is perhaps suitable to presume that the various animals surrounding the oath scene could also be from some long-lost fable that unfortunately we today have no knowledge of. Above the head of William there is what appears to be two griffin like creatures separated by a cross. If not part of a fable, then perhaps these majestic looking creatures could be pointing to the desire for William to be as being likewise majestic even before he took the throne of England. The rest of the border appears to comprise of eagles, geese, dogs and a strange looking animal that one could presume to be a lion. Each and every one of these animals has been separated by a cross and on one occasion the eagles have been separated by what looks to be a north star-like shape. Looking further ahead of this scene, the crosses carry on and then disappear on the death of Edward the Confessor and Harold taking the throne.9 The inclusion of these religious symbols could well be the Normans wishing to present the events leading up to the betrayal of Harold as having been divinely ordained and in essence, destiny. It is, however, also very likely to have been the Normans wishing to present themselves as being godly people. The inclusion of religious iconography could also go a way to explain the reason for the tapestry’s creation and who may have commissioned it, a prime candidate being William’s half-brother Odo, the Bishop of Bayeux. It is entirely possible that the tapestry was commissioned in time to be hung around the cathedral for its consecration at Bayeux in 1077,10 and so an abundance of religious iconography and fables would make perfect sense.
   When observing this scene, there is no doubt that Harold swearing the oath before William whilst he was Duke of Normandy was one of great importance to the Normans who invaded England. The scene would convey to both its Norman and Anglo-Saxon audience the message that men such as William and Odo would have wanted everyone to believe – that their invasion was not only just but also an act of divine justice.
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